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Since Cantonese Opera was declared an intangible cultural heritage 
representation by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) in 2009, the Chinese government has carried out different policies to 
“develop” Cantonese Opera. This study looks at the recent “development” of 
Cantonese Opera in Guangzhou from the perspective of musicians. In Guangzhou, 
different forms of performing groups are present, from privately organized interest 
groups to state-managed national troupes. This study divides the music community in 
Guangzhou into three sub-communities: amateurs, professionals and national 
musicians and investigates the changing lifestyle and way of interaction of musicians 
within the music community due to the changes that have occurred in Guangzhou 
with the listing of Cantonese Opera as an intangible cultural heritage. 
This research focuses on the musicians in the Cantonese Opera music 
community in Guangzhou. Based on a three-month intensive fieldwork and two pilot 
studies conducted in 2011 using participant observation and indepth interview, this 
thesis aims to explore the following questions: in what ways are the musicians’ social 
life and mode of living altered? Has the whole music community become more 
strengthened and united owing to the social changes? Or is the music community 
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CHAPTER ONE:  
INTRODUCTION 
Introduction 
 Travelling in Guangzhou, one can hear Cantonese Opera music floating out 
from every possible corner. Taking a walk in the park, one can see several groups of 
Cantonese Opera music ensembles competing with each other. Eating out in a 
restaurant, one can enjoy delicious dimsum along with beautiful music played by 
musicians and singers on the stage. Going to the cinema, one can watch the latest 
Hollywood movies, as well as joining a crowded audience enjoying a live Cantonese 
Opera performance. Cantonese Opera is not only played in concert halls or theatres 
by famous Cantonese Opera troupes, but also in parks, restaurants, tea houses, 
cinemas, private apartments, and regional community centres. Exploring the city of 
Guangzhou, one will find that Cantonese Opera is not merely an art form, but a part 
of people’s daily life. 
This colourful scene of Cantonese Opera shows in Guangzhou provides a strong 
base for musicians and singers. In addition to that, the music community of 
Cantonese Opera has expanded at a rapid pace since the art form has been recognized 
nationally and internationally. In 2006, Cantonese Opera was selected in the first list 
of national intangible cultural heritage by the state; and in 2009it was even listed on 
the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity1. 
Being encouraged by the government, society could foresee a brighter future for the 
development of Cantonese Opera. Fresh graduates and newcomers started to join the 
                                                 
1 In 2008, only two art forms from China were inscribed into the UNESCO intangible cultural 
heritage list, which are Kunqu Opera and the Uyghur Muqam of Xinjiang. In 2009, 25 elements were 
nominated by China and got inscribed, including the Qiang new year festival, Chinese calligraphy, 
Chinese paper-cut, the dragon boat festival, and Cantonese Opera (UNESCO 2010). 
 2 
music community at different levels. This paper will focus on the music community. 
What are the socio-cultural impacts of the heritage listing to the music community? 
Are there changes that strengthen the relationships within the community, or do they 
create social tension between groups? 
My childhood, like many others of my generation, was highly connected with 
Cantonese Opera because the only Cantonese Opera theatre in Hong Kong, the 
Sunbeam Theatre, is located just around the corner from my family’s home. 
Cantonese Opera was a popular entertainment for Hong Kong children, who were 
born in the 1980s. When I was a child, I followed my parents and relatives to watch 
Cantonese Opera performances at least once a week, and was even able to sneak 
backstage to see how the actors or actresses got their makeup done. Being totally 
fascinated by the glamorous makeup and glittering costumes, my childhood dream 
was to become a Cantonese Opera performer. As I grew up, I started to learn 
different kinds of Chinese instruments, and received professional musical training in 
school. I played mostly well-organized solo pieces or well-written orchestra music. 
As such, my interest towards Cantonese Opera faded away and I even forgot the 
importance of folk music. It was not until I studied anthropology that I was inspired 
by the rich cultural and social context of my childhood passion. Who knew that my 
long lost childhood dream really came true during my fieldwork in Guangzhou, 
where I had the opportunity to perform on the stage with full makeup and costume? 
As a Chinese music player, I have made use of my knowledge about Chinese 
instruments and music to conduct this ethnographic study. Within the Cantonese 
Opera music community, my main focus is on the music-makers. 
The music community in Guangzhou is comprised of the national musicians, 
professionals, and amateurs. Members of the community identify themselves 
strongly according to their sub-communities. They have all taken part actively in the 
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development of Cantonese Opera, especially since 2009, when Cantonese Opera was 
listed as a UNESCO intangible cultural heritage representation. I am curious to find 
out the interrelations between the people in this large community. Do they build up a 
common social network? Is the flow of musicians between levels and categories free? 
Are new social barriers erected because Cantonese Opera became intangible cultural 
heritage? My thesis is entitled “Dissonance in Harmony: The Cantonese Opera 
Music Community in Guangzhou”. Both “dissonance” and “harmony” are terms I 
have borrowed from musical vocabulary, yet they can be applied to this research 
paper’s context and main theme to describe the situation of the music community. 
According to the Oxford Dictionary of Music, dissonance is “a chord which is 
restless, jarring to the ear requiring resolution by another” (Oxford Music Online 
2007). The opposite of dissonance is harmony, which is defined as “a combination of 
simultaneously sounded musical notes to produce a pleasing effect” (Oxford 
Dictionaries 2011). Both of these terms describe a group of tones coming together, 
which is like a music community that is composed of different individual musicians. 
Is the Cantonese Opera music community in Guangzhou in dissonance and full of 
social borders and tensions during the transformation process of Cantonese Opera 
from a local art form to national heritage, or is it in harmony where musicians form 
compatible networks to help each other and establish guanxi to gain more 
opportunities? Actually, both of these two situations coexist. The music community 
appears to be very harmonious where a lot of social events take place. However, 
inside this harmony, are hidden tensions and competitions between musicians. 
Therefore, this ethnography is entitled “Dissonance in Harmony” and seeks to 
display the hidden social borders created and ways to maintain the harmony in the 




 Cantonese Opera was declared a UNESCO intangible cultural heritage form in 
2009 and was co-nominated by Guangdong province, Macau and Hong Kong 
(UNESCO 2009). Not many studies on Cantonese Opera as cultural heritage have 
been conducted as the event is still recent. I wish to find out the impact of recent 
policies made on Cantonese Opera development, especially after the UNESCO 
nomination in 2009, on the local music community from a bottom-up perspective.  
 Even though many researchers have studied Cantonese Opera as an art form or 
its historical development, we know very little about the life and mindset of the 
Cantonese Opera music community members. Usually, studies focus on Cantonese 
Opera as a performing art being displayed on the stage, while I am rather interested 
in the social reality behind the scenes. Through the eyes of those who are taking part 
in Cantonese Opera performances in their daily lives, I seek to explore the social 
world of the Cantonese Opera community. The emphasis of this thesis is on the 
social networks and borders that exist among the musicians. How has their way of 
living and behaviour to network with each other changed over the years? 
 One of the biggest changes to Cantonese Opera after 2009 was the renovation of 
the oldest theatre in Guangzhou, the Nanfang Theatre. Promoted as a nationally 
approved Cantonese Opera performance venue and a tourist attraction, the 
government has designed a Cantonese Opera repertoire solely for tourists. Also, the 
government assigned only one theatre troupe, consisting of the national “top” artists 
appointed by the state, to perform there every night. In short, the theatre plays the 
same production performed by the same group of artists every day. This performing 
troupe has been labelled by the state as having reached the national standard and is 
supposed to be the best Cantonese Opera performing group in China. In the past, a 
 5 
wide variety of Cantonese Opera works were shown in the Nanfang Theatre. The 
theatre was open to everyone who was interested in performing there. Different 
Cantonese Opera troupes in Guangzhou could play in this old theatre. In order to 
promote Cantonese Opera as cultural heritage, the state has monopolized a number of 
theatres, like the Nanfang Theatre, and has limited their availability to national 
musicians only. How do the amateurs and professionals feel about it? This thesis 
aims to investigate the state’s impact on different levels of musicians.  
 New musicians kept coming in the Cantonese Opera industry because 
Cantonese Opera was heritage listed. Many young artists were trained but only very 
few of them could enter the national-level performing troupe that performs in the 
Nanfang Theatre. This leads to a stratification of Cantonese Opera theatre groups. 
Other groups and artists can only play in the lower ranked theatres in Guangzhou, in 
local restaurants, in parks, or in the apartments of the Cantonese Opera fans. In the 
past, musicians had a wide variety of choices of performance venues, however now, 
different venues are labelled with a ranking, limiting their availability to the 
musicians. Does this result in a less mobile career flow for the artists? Or do the 
sharing of information and the utilization of a social network help to mitigate these 
constraints? 
 Unlike most of the studies on the impact of a site or a cultural element being 
heritage listed, this research paper neither questions the authenticity of the 
reconstructed tradition, nor seeks to find the most “authentic” form of Cantonese 
Opera. Instead, it concentrates on the relationship between the music community and 
the altered tradition that is present in Guangzhou, such as the state’s policy, the 
impact of being put on the intangible cultural heritage list, and the influence brought 
by the hosting of big events. The changes within the music community, especially 
concerning the interrelationships between the musicians, are observed under the 
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impact of the social changes and the development of Cantonese Opera. 
 
Defining Music Community 
 In any Cantonese Opera show, one usually pays attention to the actors or 
singers performing at the centre of the stage. Acting a story out with shining 
costumes, they are the most eye-catching. However, the focus of my research falls on 
the group of people sitting at the side, behind the curtain, or in the music pit, who are 
invisible to the audience but are essential to the Cantonese Opera performance. They 
are the musicians. This research recognizes these musicians as a music community 
because they share similar interests and ways of life. They identify themselves as 
Cantonese Opera musicians in all social settings in Guangzhou, including theatres, 
tea houses, restaurants, parks, community centres, cinemas, or different villages in 
the Guangdong area in the case of some unstable music-makers. This thesis has 
divided the music community into three sub-communities: the amateurs, the 
professionals, and the national musicians. Musicians, who play music instruments, 
are regarded as the members of the music community as they share a different 
identity from singers and actors. Singers and actors generally view themselves as 
superior and look down on the musicians. A hierarchy between singers and musicians 
was observed during fieldwork. This thesis focuses mainly on musicians. 
Why is the group of Cantonese Opera musicians in Guangzhou called a 
“community”, instead of a “fellowship” or an “association”? The use of the term 
community has remained to some extent associated with “the hope and the wish of 
reviving the closer, warmer, more harmonious type of bonds between people vaguely 
attributed to past ages” (Hoggett 1997:5). The term “community” originated from the 
Old French word communité which was derived from the Latin word communitas 
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meaning an “organized society”. 
The term community was used by C. J. Galpin to describe the trading 
relationship between rural communities surrounding a central village (Harper and 
Dunham 1959:19). “Community” is a widely used term in sociology, but is 
interpreted in different ways. Some combine the idea of community with a 
geographical location referring to people living in a specific place (Willmott 1989; 
Theobald 1997), while some understand community to be a group of people sharing 
the same lifestyle and a constructed identity (Cohen 1985; Crow 1994). In 
Anderson’s Imagined Communities, he describes the nation as an imagined 
community that is both limited and sovereign, in which members think that they 
belong together and know each other through the use of mass media (Anderson 
1991:6). Due to the construction of identity through means like newspapers, a 
common identity is constructed and an imagined community is formed, even though 
people do not have face to face contact with each other. Lum (1996:40) suggests that 
the conception of community can be conceived as “media ecology”. The whole 
cultural scene of Cantonese Opera is interpreted as a ecological landscape where 
different groups interact and contribute to the system. Cantonese Opera 
sub-communities are individual elements performing social and cultural functions to 
the communities’ members. Yet, the sub-communities are also linked to form a whole 
social landscape. In this research, the understanding of “community” combines these 
different views to describe a group of interacting people, who practise similar 
lifestyles and share similar values. Moreover, they share the same belief that they 




 Cantonese Opera has over 300 years of history and is a lifestyle that has 
penetrated into people’s everyday life. Shows are put on during big festivals, on 
weekends in theatres or even everyday in different social settings (Law 1999). 
Numerous studies on Cantonese Opera have been carried out. Many of these studies 
examine the history of Cantonese Opera or Cantonese Opera as an art form. Previous 
studies looked at its artistic, musical, and literary value by studying its scripts (Lam 
1997; Chen 2007), instrumentation (Lai and Huang 1998; Lai 2001) and performing 
style (Yung 1989; Lai 2001). These works establish a brief understanding about the 
art form and provide this study with directions on the use and meanings of Cantonese 
Opera’s terms and jargon. Apart from the basic research directly on the art of 
Cantonese Opera, this thesis is written based on the literature reviews from an 
ethnomusicological, socio-cultural and heritage perspective. 
 
The Ethnomusicological Perspective 
 Ethnomusicology is defined as “the study of social and cultural aspects of music 
and dance in local and global contexts”(Sadie: 2001:367). The study of 
ethnomusicology requires knowledge of ethnology, anthropology, musicology, and 
history (Chase 1976). Early studies of ethnomusicology resemble initial research in 
anthropology. Western ethnomusicologists studied the folk and local music of 
“others” whom they consider “foreign and exotic” (Sadie 2001:368). Still bearing a 
strong focus on the study of folk music till today, ethnomusicology is no longer only 
a study of “others’ music”, but also the study of different kinds of local and global 
music, such as pop and rock.  
Levi-Strauss compares the study of music and language in his book, The Raw 
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and Cooked, stressing the relationship between the music creator and music makers. 
Music creator is the one who composes the music whilst music makers are those who 
play the music being created.  
 
Since music is a language with some meaning at least for the immense majority 
of mankind, although only a tiny minority of people are capable of formulating 
a meaning in it, and since it is the only language with the contradictory 
attributes of being at once intelligible and untranslatable, the musical creator is 
a being comparable to the gods, and music itself the supreme mystery of the 
science of man, a mystery that all the various disciplines come up against and 
which holds the key to their progress. (Levi-Strauss 1964:18) 
 
 Music represents the history and culture of a group. Ethnomusicologists study 
all kinds of music as social or cultural phenomena. Merriam (1964:7) points out that 
music is a product of human beings with its own structure representing the behaviour 
and mindset of the people and society that creates them. At the same time, the 
functions of music also influence human beings. For instance, music practised during 
rituals reflects the beliefs of a local society. The study of ethnomusicology becomes 
more multi-disciplinary as researchers need to consider all possible influences 
towards the nature of music. The study of ethnomusicology applied the research 
methods of anthropology, history, and musicology to supplement the insufficiencies 
of each discipline. In addition to seeing music as a cultural phenomenon, 
ethnomusicologists focus on the musical elements such as the use of instruments, the 
nature of music, and the form of the performance, which anthropologists without 
music theory and practical training might not be able to observe. 
 A number of famous studies have been published about Cantonese Opera. These 
articles focus on other aspects of Cantonese Opera. Yi (2008) writes about the 
Cantonese Opera development strategies of the overseas Chinese after their 
migration to China towns around the world. Ward (1985) analyses the interactive 
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relationship between the audience and performers in Cantonese Opera performances 
throughout her long-term study in Kau Sai in Hong Kong. Some other studies focus 
on the gender performantivity by investigating the changing role of female artists in 
the play (Law 1999, Zhang 2001). Other researchers attempt to reveal the 
construction of identity of a group of people through Cantonese Opera (Ho 2005; 
Zhou 2008). These ethnomusicological studies helped me be more perceptive to the 
changes within Cantonese Opera in different dimensions looking into issues such as 
the transnational movement of the art form and the changing gender relationship. 
Although these papers explore the different aspects of social and cultural changes of 
Cantonese Opera, they mainly focus on the performance itself including the gender 
performance on stage and the interactive relationship during the show. Not many 
studies are carried out about the music communities off-stage and the musicians’ 
daily life in reality. This research aims to reveal the social consequences brought to 
the music community by this economical and political phenomenon of heritage 
listing, such as musicians’ changing nature of social networking, their strategies of 
utilizing their social capital and whether social stratification resulted. The 
socio-cultural perspective is essential, especially the related articles in the field about 
community studies, networking, guanxi and social boundaries are required. 
 
The Socio-cultural Perspective 
 Due to the fact that singers and actors are more eye-catching, musicians in 
Cantonese Opera performances tend to be neglected. Hence, very few works deal 
with them. The aim of this research paper is to reveal the socio-political impact of 
UNESCO heritage status, changing lifestyles, and the problems that this group of 
people encounter. In order to shed light upon the networking and social tensions of 
musicians, theories and readings with a socio-cultural backgrounds are employed. 
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 Studies on social networks and interaction among musicians are not very 
common. A large number of these publications focus on the social networks of 
teacher-student relationships among musicians. For instance, there are musicological 
studies on how artists during the Renaissance period in Italy taught and transmitted 
their knowledge to others (Rubin 1999). Waldron (2006) illustrates the stories of two 
Irish music-makers in her ethnography by showing how they learn and teach 
traditional music in Ireland (based on their teaching experience in a summer school). 
Feay-Shaw (2002) conducts a similar research on Ghanaian music observing the 
transmission of music from the music master to the music teachers. She argues that 
there is a hierarchical relationship between music masters who inherit tradition. 
Music is taught from one level to another, in this case, masters taught teachers and 
teachers educate their young pupils in schools. She compares different teaching 
methods in Ghana, for example the traditional drumming taught by the culture-bearer 
is different from the school-trained teachers training students systematically. Wrazen 
(2010) studies the diasporic Górale community from Poland in Canada. She displays 
how mothers continue to teach their daughters Górale style music and dance and how 
new elements of music are invented. These studies of music community emphasize 
the transmission of musical element and skill from one generation to another and 
from a higher level to a lower one. What about the interaction between musicians of 
the same level? Baily (1988) studies the community of professional musicians in 
Afghanistan. He focuses on male hereditary professional musicians, as well as makes 
comparisons with amateurs. Instead of looking at the network of musical knowledge 
transferral, this study concentrates on the social interaction between the musicians 
and applies the idea of guanxi to the study of social networks.  
Guanxi literally stands for “relationship” or “connection” but neither of these 
words can sufficiently translate the real cultural meaning of this term (Gold 2002). In 
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this research paper, it is described as the interpersonal linkages or a personal network 
of influence performed by continual exchange of favors and services. Luo defines 
guanxi in his book, Guanxi and Business, as: 
 
the concept of drawing on connections in order to secure favors in personal 
relations. It forms an intricate, pervasive relational network which the Chinese 
cultivate energetically, subtly, and imaginatively. It contains implicit mutual 
obligations, assurances and understanding, and governs Chinese attitudes 
towards long-term social and business relationship. (Luo 2007:5) 
 
Guanxi plays an important role in the study of Chinese communities and social 
networking. It is common practise among the members of the community to 
exchange gifts and information to maintain a close relationship. How do they 
exchange? What are the symbolizations of the presents being given? Yang (1994) 
studies the practise of the exchange of gifts, favors, and banquets as an art of 
relationship in the government of China at a political level. Yan (2000) conducts 
another research project in the villages in China. He observes that the exercise of gift 
giving maintains the social network within a village in China in exchange of power, 
status and prestige. The concept of guanxi has been put to use also in community 
studies in China. Evasdottir describes the role of guanxi among Chinese 
archaeologists in her book, “Obedient Autonomy - Chinese Intellectuals and the 
Achievement of Orderly Life”, which examines the highly organized system of 
archaeology in China between the human relationships and what people tend to do to 
maintain their honor and reputation as highly educated archaeologists.  
Even though many academics study guanxi in China, no studies on guanxi 
among musicians have been conducted yet. The closest study on the situation in the 
music community would be Latham’s (2000) publication on Cantonese Opera 
musicians’ “stardom” in Hong Kong. The phenomenon of stardom has actually 
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spread to many different regions in the Cantonese Opera industry (Ou and Zhen 1999; 
Zhou 2008). These studies successfully point out the presence of a clear cut hierarchy 
of a top level of star artists within the industry. So far, I have not seen any 
ethnography emphasising a more detailed hierarchy among musicians, and more 
importantly, the interrelationship between different strata. That is exactly what this 
research aims to find out.  
When studying a community, both the networking and social boundaries need 
to be considered. A “community” involves members of a group who share something 
in common with each other that distinguishes them in a significant way from 
members of other possible groups (Cohen 1985: 12). The first part of this statement 
points out the network within a group because they form a web of interests or 
lifestyles. The second part of the definition suggests that social boundary establish 
due to the differences a group perceive itself from the others. Thus, a community 
implies both similarities and dissimilarities. As more newcomers join Cantonese 
Opera workforce as musicians, in addition to the existing hierarchy within the 
community, more differences within the community have been created. Hence, social 
borders are built up. The socio-cultural perspective focuses not only on the harmony 
of the community how members maintain a close relationship with guanxi, but also 
the discord because of the presence of hidden social boundaries.  
 
The Heritage Perspective 
 Heritage studies serve as another core aspect of this research. The declaration of 
Cantonese Opera as intangible cultural heritage can be seen as the framework of 
major changes in the community. It was considered a turning point for the 
development of the art form in Guangzhou as the traditional performance suddenly 
gained not only local, but also international attention. This paper aims to show the 
 14 
social and cultural changes brought to the local music community by the official 
UNESCO announcement of Cantonese Opera as intangible heritage.  
 So far, the first international convention signed considering the preservation of 
intangible cultural heritage is the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage by UNESCO. The convention stresses that the support 
of the community is very important when an art or tradition is intended to be 
declared as intangible cultural heritage (UNESCO 2003). Hence, along with the 
application form, consent forms from local communities should be enclosed to show 
that the communities agree with the nomination and that local governments respect 
the will of the communities (Blake 2009). Even though the convention sounds very 
supportive to local communities, case studies on heritage sites or intangible cultural 
heritage show that the impacts of the notion are mostly negative (Fan 2008). For 
example, Wang’s study on guqin, a seven-stringed zither, reflects the situation of the 
performing art before and after the designation of heritage (2009). Guqin is one of 
the most ancient instruments in China (Agura-Arcas 1995:preface). It has been 
nominated as a masterpiece of oral and intangible heritage by China in 2003 
(UNESCO 2010). Wang (2009) asserts that after the heritage nomination, all guqin 
players need to take an examination to assess their level and only qualified players 
could get a license from the state for playing guqin. Those who fail the test are not 
recognized as guqin players by the state. That was a huge tragedy for the guqin 
community because many masters were seniors and did not receive formal training. 
They were not used to the examination system and hence, they did not excel in it 
even though they could play the instrument very well. These are some possible 
consequences brought by the notion of heritage to the local community. 
There are two main streams in the analysis of heritage. One focuses on how 
heritage can be used as a political tool for the state to promote certain ideas such as 
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nationalism (Henderson 2002; Flath 2004). The state plays an important role in the 
development of cultural heritage. State’s policies are very influential in heritage 
management. Heritage can be glorified by the nation and used to construct a common 
identity (Smith 2006). At the same time, heritage can also be manipulated by the 
state for economic development such as tourism (Ashworth 1994; Poria et al. 2003). 
There is an increasing trend for the development of heritage tourism for both tangible 
heritage sites and intangible cultural heritage to contribute to social, political, and 
economic needs (Ashworth 2011). For Cantonese Opera, the government is making 
use of the notion of UNESCO heritage to establish a favourable reputation 
internationally to promote it to tourists and to develop tourism to achieve economic 
gains.  
The second stream emphasizes a community based model (Logan 2002, 
Hampton 2005). In studies of Chinese heritage, scholars mainly concentrate on the 
study of “top-down” influence of the state on heritage. However, more studies try to 
explore the impact on the public and how heritage is being used by the community. 
In many cases, heritage is utilized as a weapon for the powerless to resist and to 
strengthen their own identity (Cheung 1999, 2003; Grimwade 2000; Lu 2009). This 
thesis concentrates on the latter approach by showing the changes and reactions of 
the music community after Cantonese Opera was heritage-listed. 
 
Methodology 
Many viewed it as a glorious event for Southern China when Cantonese Opera 
was inscribed in the representative list by UNESCO in 2009. Cantonese Opera has 
been performed not only in these three places, but also in other places with 
Cantonese speakers such as Guangxi, Singapore and Malaysia. I chose Guangzhou to 
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study Cantonese Opera music community over other places partly because of the 
convenience of visiting the site, but more importantly, because of the significant 
dynamic, rapid development, large variety of performances and the lively scene of 
Cantonese Opera offered by the city. In Guangzhou, Cantonese Opera is not 
exclusively performed for tourists or put in a museum; it is still a living art form. As 
a living tradition that contains so many art groups, social actors, and musicians, 
Guangzhou was an ideal site for my research. 
 I first entered the field site during the Chinese New Year festival in February 
2011 when I got a brief idea about the city and the scene of Cantonese Opera 
development. A second pilot study was carried out in April 2011 during the Easter 
holidays. Through basic observations and conversations with the audience, I got to 
know more about the history and form of Cantonese Opera performances. More 
importantly, I learned how to access different kinds of performances in Guangzhou. 
Before my summer fieldwork in May, I read more than two hundred newspaper 
articles about Cantonese Opera for the past ten years from Guangzhou and three 
other cities in the Guangdong area. These news articles allowed me to grasp the 
current situation of the cultural development in Guangzhou. They also revealed the 
changes occurred in the recent years.  
 When I first arrived in Guangzhou to begin my research project in late May 
2011, I mainly visited different Cantonese Opera performance venues that I was 
informed about during my previous fieldwork. I also approached the musicians and 
singers. During my fieldwork, different ethnographic methods were employed, for 
example observing the environment and people, participating in music making, 
taking photos, video taping of the Cantonese Opera performances and writing down 
personal reflective journals for data collection. Languages were a barrier at the 
beginning of my research. Even though Cantonese is my mother tongue, the dialect 
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in Guangzhou (Guangzhouese) is a bit different, plus Cantonese Opera musicians use 
a lot of jargon when they talk. Little by little, I got used to their specialized 
vocabulary and found it very helpful to know the terms in order to understand the 
musicians better. Moreover, a large number of musicians are not from Guangzhou, 
but from Zhanjiang, a prefecture-level city at the south western end of Guangdong 
province (See Map 2.5). The musicians from there speak Cantonese with a Zhanjiang 
accent. At first, I found it very difficult to understand them, but after a while, I 
learned their dialect and could communicate better with them. Additionally, some 
interviews were conducted in Mandarin because some informants come from other 
parts of China, such as Jiangxi and Hunan. The main methodology can be divided 
into two parts: participant observation and interviews.  
 
Participant Observation 
 After visiting different performing venues in Guangzhou in the first week, I set 
four sites as my main field sites including a tea house, a community centre and two 
parks. As the Cantonese Opera scene is flourishing in Guangzhou, I decided to have 
some fixed field sites for intensive participant observation, and at the same time, to 
“follow the people” (Marcus 1998: 79). In order to get to know the socializing events 
that the musicians took part in, the best way was to follow them. I accompanied my 
informants to see which different music groups they played in and what social 
gatherings or performances they attended with other musicians. That did not only 
help me get a holistic view about the social network, but also expand my own 
network in the community. 
 At the fixed main field sites, the informants were very comfortable with my 
presence. I told them about my research and they invited me to join them as an 
audience member. Later, they learned that I am also a Chinese music player and 
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suggested me to bring my ruan along to play with them. Some of these field sites 
even provided me with a musical instrument. Very quickly, I became a part of the 
group of musicians playing in the music ensemble. That gave me a great opportunity 
to talk with the musicians because as a newcomer to Cantonese Opera music myself, 
I knew absolutely nothing about playing folk music. I could not read the music 
notation, could not comprehend the chord progression, and did not even know how to 
join in at first. By trying and asking questions, I was able to play better and learn 
more instruments. During my fieldwork, I played the Zhongruan, eletronic ruan, 
qinqin, yueqin, zhonghu, yangqin, xiao, and some percussion instruments with the 
musical groups as shown in Figure 1.1. More about instruments will be discussed 
with pictures in Chapter Two. I tried to switch instruments to talk to new musicians 
and to experience music ensemble. I was able to observe what went on every time 
when we had a performance, and a few times, I even witnessed some disputes 
between different interest holders.  
 In July, through the connections with my informants, I got in contact with one 
of the national Cantonese Opera troupes in Guangzhou. After watching their 
performances in a theatre and visiting the musicians backstage for a few times, they 
invited me to join their rehearsals where I was allowed to bring my instrument to 
play together with them. With music as a bridge, I gained the trust of musicians who 
openly shared their stories with me. 
 
Fig 1.1 Music instruments that the author played during fieldwork in summer 2011 
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Interviews 
 Participant observation allowed me to emerge into the group and see how the 
people within the community socialize and establish networks. However, this 
methodology is not sufficient to understand what informants really think and reasons 
for them to carry out certain acts. Conducting interviews becomes another important 
part of my methodology. I first started conducting unstructured interviews with 
audience members, singers, musicians, and teachers of Cantonese Opera. I asked 
them a list of questions related to their musical background as well as personal 
lifestyles such as their hobbies, career, and performance venues in Guangzhou. 
After staying at the sites for two months, the musicians started to get used to my 
presence, so I arranged in-depth interview appointments with them in August. In total, 
I conducted 24 in-depth interviews with musicians from different backgrounds and 
levels, who were friendlier to me and those who were “observant, reflective and 
articulate” (Bernard 2006:199). The in-depth interview was divided into five parts: 
personal background, musical training, social life, future plans, and opinions about 
Cantonese Opera as intangible heritage. Other interviewing techniques such as free 
listing, ranking, and rating were applied to test social networks of the informants.  
Trust between the researcher and informants is the key for anthropological 
research. The researcher conducting participant observation and in-depth interviews 
must have strong trust with the other party. This research follows the Code of Ethics 
of the American Anthropological Association (1998), which emphasizes that 
informants must not be harmed in any way. The interest of the informants is placed 
first. Therefore, all informants and art groups will remain anonymous in this thesis to 
assure that the identity of the informants will not be disclosed. Pseudonyms will be 
used for all of the informants as well as names and venues of the field sites or 
Cantonese Opera troupes. I have asked for permission from involved organizations 
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and individuals to take and publish photographs. 
 
Thesis Structure 
 This thesis is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter addresses the main 
research question and framework with literature review related to the study. Chapter 
Two describes the history and development of the Cantonese Opera music 
community in Guangzhou. The whole music community in Guangzhou is separated 
into three parts for further discussion.  
After the first two chapters which are based heavily on history and background 
information, Chapter Three to Five provide ethnographic data from my fieldwork to 
introduce the three focused sub-communities. Chapter Three starts with the most 
original and largest music community in Guangzhou. The amateur sub-community 
consists of more than two hundred amateur groups playing in parks, community 
centres, and public places. Chapter Four portrays professional musicians who play 
Cantonese Opera music not only out of interest but as their careers. Some of them get 
subsidies from the government whilst some need to earn their own living by playing 
in restaurants, hotels, small theatres or other public venues. Most of them rely on 
playing music at different venues to sustain their livelihoods. Chapter Five describes 
the national musicians who are recognized by the state. Unlike the other two types of 
musicians, this group of musicians faces a bigger challenge, which is the power of 
the state. Musicians need to take examinations to be approved to be national ranked 
players. They are under the most control of the government and have to take up the 
responsibility to promote and preserve heritage. They are sent all over China and the 
world to perform.  
Chapter Six combines all three sub-communities and analyses the Cantonese 
 21 
Opera music community as a whole. It explores the social changes resulted to the 
music community after Cantonese Opera was listed as heritage and seeks to find out 
the boundaries and tensions within the music community created owing to the 
changing composition of community members and increasing competition. The last 
chapter draws a conclusion on the situation of the music community in Guangzhou.  
 
The Romanization of Chinese Wordings 
 This research study was conducted mainly in Cantonese. However, because my 
primary research site was Guangzhou, a number of my informants were Mandarin 
speakers. Therefore, for Chinese opera terms, instrument names, city names, and 
quotations from Mandarin speaking interviewees, Chinese wordings are romanized 
according to the pinyin system, whereas Cantonese terms follow the Yale 
romanization system.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  
HISTORY OF CANTONESE OPERA AND ITS MUSIC 
COMMUNITY 
Tracing the Roots of Cantonese Opera 
 Operas in China have existed for a long time in a great variety of forms and 
styles. The earliest documented form appeared in the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368 AD) 
in a sophisticated form called zaju (雜劇) (Lai 2001:20). A lot of elements of local 
Chinese operas, such as kunqu, Peking Opera and Cantonese Opera originated from 
zaju. One of the common features shared by operas in China is their 
“multifariousness” (Yung 1989:5). Different forms have been manipulated to 
illustrate a story, including speech, mime, song, dance, acrobatics, and slapstick. 
Operas in China originated as a type of folk entertainment for a variety of people. 
Therefore, jokes and slapstick comedies have been present in opera shows to make 
people laugh. Despite the fact that operas in China share certain characteristics like 
splendid makeup and costumes, musical instruments and singing styles, each local 
Chinese opera has its own distinctive specialty.  
Cantonese Opera, also known as yueju (粵劇), is a traditional art form involving 
music, singing, martial arts, acrobatics, and acting (UNESCO 2009). The Cantonese 
Opera pieces portray stories about Chinese history, traditions, culture, and 
philosophies. The origins of Cantonese Opera are intensely debated. Some say it was 
imported from Northern China while some insist that it originated in Foshan, a city 
close to Guangzhou. Cantonese Opera performance can be traced back to the twelfth 
century where Cantonese Opera, at that time known as nanxi (南戲), was performed 
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on stages of public theatres. Since the Southern Song Dynasty (1179-1276 AD), an 
early form of Cantonese Opera developed in the Jiangnan area (Lai 2001). One of the 
most obvious differences between Cantonese Opera and other Chinese operas is 
language: Cantonese Opera is performed in Cantonese whereas other Chinese operas 
are performed in Mandarin or other local languages.  
Cantonese Opera performances can generally be grouped according to their 
social functions into two major categories (Yung 1989). First, Cantonese Operas 
often serve as the basis for religious rituals such as worshipping Gods or the dead 
(Chen 1996). During huge festivals, celebrations and birthdays of local Gods, 
Cantonese Opera troupes perform in the villages on bamboo shed stages. These 
festivals or celebrations usually last for a few days. Second, Cantonese Operas are 
performed at public and private social gatherings to entertain the crowds (Law 1999). 
This type of Cantonese Operas can be performed on a public platform, on a central 
stage in a village, or in private houses of Cantonese Opera lovers. 
Zhou Enlai, the first premier of the People’s Republic of China, and first foreign 
minister of China, appreciated Chinese local operas and commented on Cantonese 
Opera on 17th May 1956, stating that “Kunqu is the orchid of Jiangnan while 
Cantonese Opera is the red bean of the south” (Feng 2000). Whereas orchids 
symbolize Mei Lanfang, a Kunqu musician representative, as the word lan is orchid, 
red bean symbolizes a famous actress who was called Hong Xiannü (紅線女) as 
hong (red) is a homophone for red. Besides the shared meaning of hong as red and 
the name of the famous Cantonese Opera singer, red bean also has a special symbolic 
meaning in the Chinese culture; standing for love and emotion. One of the classic 
poems from the Tang dynasty written by Wang Wei, entitled “Lovesickness”, opens 
with a line that mentions both the red bean and the south to describe his sadness of 
parting from his beloved friend (Wu 1964:84). Therefore, people associate red bean 
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with love and sentimental feelings. Hence, Cantonese Opera is also known as “red 
bean from the south”(南國紅豆) (Lai 1988:1). 
 
Before the 1900s 
 Since the reign of Emperor Jiajing (1521-1567) during the Ming dynasty, 
Cantonese Opera became very popular in Guangdong, and especially popular in 
Foshan and Guangzhou. At that time, Cantonese Opera was sung in a special dialect 
known as guanhua (官話), which literally means the “official speech”. It was used in 
the imperial court (Xie 2008:468) and was the language that officials in the imperial 
palace spoke. Cantonese became the major language for Cantonese Opera starting 
from the 1850s in order to propagate revolutionary ideas, but guanhua is still used 
sometimes in Cantonese Opera speeches or conversations.  
 In the 1850s, the political situation in Guangdong was very unstable. One of the 
most significant incidents was the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864). A Cantonese 
Opera artist called Li Menmou joined and led the rebellion’s troops using Cantonese 
Opera as a means to spread their revolutionary propaganda. As a result, in 1855, the 
Manchu government forbade all kinds of Cantonese Opera activities for 15 years 
(Guo 1988:4). In 1870, folk music activities were performed in Guangdong again, 
and started to develop rapidly (Lai 2001:136). Cantonese Opera interest clubs and 
associations, such as the Baihe Association, were established. Performers no longer 
played classical pieces as their main repertoire; a lot of new Cantonese Opera pieces 
based on people’s lifestyles and realities were written. Despite the failure of the 
Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864), Cantonese Opera still played an important role in 
determining the history of China. Revolutionaries made use of Cantonese Opera and 
folk music to spread their ideas. New works were composed to reflect the corrupted 
society at that time.  
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From the 1900s to the 1960s 
 With the help of the propaganda of Cantonese Opera, such as newly written 
libretto and anti-Qing pieces, the 1911 Revolution succeeded (Lai 2001:196). After 
the overthrow of the Qing government, Cantonese Opera developed smoothly for 
fifty years. The art form became more popular. Different types of reforms took place, 
particularly to the theme, stage art, costumes used in Cantonese Opera. Male and 
female artists were permitted to perform together on stage (Law 1999:56). Cantonese 
Opera also started to gain more attention from the government. In the late 1950s, the 
Guangdong Provincial Cantonese Opera Troupe was established by the government, 
followed by other national troupes, such as the Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera 
Troupe. In the early 1960s, a provincial Cantonese Opera music school was 
established to promote this traditional art form and to make sure that it could be 
transferred from one generation to another (Lai 1988:311).  
Meanwhile, technology grew speedily in the 1920s. Since then, Cantonese 
Operas were performed for the masses through radio channels and television 
programmes, and were even filmed (Latham 2000). The technological development 
boosted Cantonese Opera to a new level that everybody could enjoy and access 
easily. 
 
From the 1960s to the 1980s 
Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China has 
undergone different stages of power struggle (Morton 1995:200). The most 
remarkable event was the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) led by Mao Zedong and 
the Communist Party (Clark 2008:1). The leaders promoted attacking the Four Olds: 
old customs, old habits, old culture, and old thinking (Morton 1995:216). Temples 
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were burnt down and religious practises were forbidden (Chau 2006:45). Heritage, 
old buildings, and traditions were destroyed.  
Like other traditional arts at the time, Cantonese Opera was discredited. From 
the 1960s to the 1980s, the Cantonese Opera industry was almost entirely ruined by 
the force of the government: venues for Cantonese Opera performances were 
damaged, musical scripts were burnt, houses of the artists were searched, and their 
property was confiscated. One of my informants told me, “I was blamed for being a 
Cantonese Opera singer. The communists took my house, so that I had to sleep with 
cows in a dilapidated farm house for two years during the Cultural Revolution.” 
Cantonese Opera was heavily oppressed. Only eight National Model Plays (樣板戲) 
were allowed to be played in the whole of China, including The Red Lantern, The 
Red Detachment of Women, and The White-Haired Girl (Shi 2009). The Cantonese 
Opera scene almost died out in China at that time, since famous singers remained 
quiet rather than face being arrested and punished. A lot of them also escaped to 
Hong Kong and Macau. The Cultural Revolution caused a tremendous disruption to 
the Cantonese Opera music community in China. 
 
From the 1980s until the Present 
 After the Cultural Revolution, China was not only a technologically backward 
and economically poor country, but also very disorganized and disunited (Elleman 
2010:397). People lost trust in the government because of the Cultural Revolution. In 
the later stages of the Cultural Revolution, people began to fight against the 
government with means such as the revitalization of religious and traditional 
practises (Feuchtwang 2000:165). People began to practise Cantonese Opera as a 
form of resistance and wanted to voice out their opinions. During the Deng Era in the 
1980s, the new government opposed the idea of the Cultural Revolution and 
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launched a different set of reforms that aimed at strengthening China (Fenby 
2009:503). One of the strongest slogans promoted by the government in the 1980s 
after the fall of Mao was “reform internally, open up externally” (對內改革、對外開
放) (Gao 1998:51). While strong focus was placed on promoting economic 
development and modernization schemes dealing with light industry and agriculture, 
insufficient attention was paid to heritage and traditional arts at the beginning of the 
1980s. As both the central and local governments started to pay more attention to 
preserving local heritage and traditions in the late 1980s (Guojia wenwuju 2008:106), 
heritage was manipulated to fit the government’s economical and political policies.  
Since 1985, China has actively participated in world-wide heritage schemes 
(Guojia wenwuju 2008). Since 1987, China has nominated both tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage to UNESCO every year2. In 2011, China had 40 tangible 
cultural heritage sites on the UNESCO World Heritage list (UNESCO 2011). That 
made China the country with the third greatest number of world heritage sites 
declared. As for intangible cultural heritage, 34 items have successfully been 
declared by UNESCO in the past three years topping all other countries (UNESCO 
2010). The State Council of China published the first batch of national level 
intangible cultural heritage items on a 518-item list in 2006 including the Spring 
Festival, acupuncture, Shaolin Kungfu, and Cantonese Opera (Xinhua Net 2011). 
One of the ways that heritage contributes to the economic development is through 
tourism. Despite the high cost of preservation, some might argue that the return is 
worth it. In recent years, China started to develop archaeological sites or heritage 
sites as tourist attractions. Tourism development is one of the fastest growing tertiary 
industries in China. Cantonese Opera has been manipulated the same way; shows for 
                                                 
2 According to UNESCO, tangible cultural heritage refers to buildings and historic places, 
monuments, and artifacts. And intangible cultural heritage is defined as living heritage, including 
traditions, arts, performances, skills, and crafts. 
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tourists, and Cantonese Opera museums were heavily advertised in the beginning of 
the 2000s. These developments have resulted in direct economic gain because they 
have created jobs for local people and allowed provinces, where Cantonese Opera is 
performed, to earn a lot of money in a short period of time (Dallen 2009). 
 Heritage is also regarded as a political tool that can be used to build up a certain 
identity or to bond people together (Lowenthal 1985:210). In post-Mao China, icons 
that symbolized China were selected to be emphasized through tourism. Among 
these are the Great Wall (covering 15 provinces in Northern China), the Silk Road 
(across 6 provinces in the west), and the Great Canal (along 8 provinces in Mid- 
China). All three heritage routes are considered to be representative of China’s 
historical civilization (Guojia wenwuju 2008:62). In this sense, heritage has been 
used by the government to gain support from the whole nation and to foster a 
common identity. Cantonese Opera was also a part of this programme to glorify 
China’s culture.  
 The government wanted to legitimize Cantonese Opera as UNESCO heritage. 
Thus, it worked to popularize Cantonese Opera within China. First, Cantonese Opera 
still plays a significant role, acting as a part of religious rituals in villages around 
Guangzhou. Second, Cantonese Opera is further commercialized as an art put on the 
stage with beautified costumes, stories, and performing style. Cantonese Opera 
shows can now be found not only in Cantonese speaking places, but also in other 
countries in order to promote Chinese culture, such as the United States, Canada, 




Background of the Cantonese Opera Music Community  
 In western operas, melodies and libretto are the principle components. On the 
contrary, in Cantonese Opera, lyrics are valued over instrumental accompaniment. 
(Yung 1989). Cantonese Opera music consists of a limited pool of fixed tunes and 
opera writers can only set words to a fixed number of melodies (Guo 1988). The 
singers can add their personal styles and variations when they perform these songs. 
Although musicians’ roles do not stand out, they are essential in all kinds of 
performances. Similar to singers, musicians can also add their own performing styles 
to play the melodies and tunes. 
 The history of the lifestyle of Cantonese Opera musicians was first documented 
in mid Qing dynasty when one of the earliest Cantonese Opera associations named 
the Qionghua Guild (瓊花會館) was established in Foshan (Lai 1988:7). At that time, 
Cantonese Opera performances were active in villages in Guangdong. The guild was 
situated close to the Pearl River and owned many boats that were used to transport its 
staff and chests for performances along the Pearl River delta. Costumes, ornaments 
and other props used on the stage were placed inside the chests. These boats owned 
by the guild could easily be identified because they were painted red (Lai 1988:290). 
Musicians and performers lived together on these boats when they were not working. 
However, as more theatres were built, the influence of this association faded away 
and the red boats gradually vanished. 
 A large number of Cantonese Opera shows then moved into theatres. Even 
though musicians could not spend their time living together on boats anymore, their 
lives were not separated. Some Cantonese Opera troupes, such as the Guangzhou 
City Cantonese Opera Troupe, still offer their musicians and performers the 
opportunity to live in shared spaces. Besides participants in these professional 
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Cantonese Opera groups, some amateurs started to gather around in the city of 
Guangzhou to play music together. In the early 1950s, rickshaw and tricycle workers 
in Guangzhou gathered every evening at terminals to play Cantonese Opera music 
together after a hard day of work. Workers brought their own instruments to play and 
sing Cantonese Operas excerpts together. The amateur music community was formed 
through the transportation workers. Today, a lot of amateur Cantonese Opera groups 
are also formed by members of workers’ associations in Guangzhou, who play not 
only in private settings, but also in the public. 
Compared to other kinds of Chinese opera, Cantonese Opera is comprised of an 
exceptionally large music ensemble. A full sized troupe consists of about twelve 
musicians. However, most performances do not include full sized ensembles. A lot of 
reforms have been carried out in the past century, of which many have resulted in 
western instruments being used in Cantonese Opera performances. There are around 
twenty commonly used Chinese and Western instruments (Ho 2005: 315). A 
musician often has to master more than one instrument and switch from one 
instrument to another according to the melodies and tunes that he or she plays. Some 
of these instrument changing practises have been standardized. For instance, gaohu 
players are often expected to switch to nanhu when playing nanyin melodies. Other 
times, musicians are required to switch instruments to correspond with points in a 
Cantonese Opera story. For example, in a Cantonese Opera piece, when the princess 
needs to play the pipa for her lover, the guzheng player switches from the guzheng to 
the pipa to produce sound effects to suit the story line.  
There are two parts in a Cantonese Opera ensemble: the percussion section and 
the melodic section. Traditionally, no conductor is needed for performances because 
musicians have a mutual understanding of the music and pay very close attention to 
each other, especially to the head percussionist and gaohu player. This next section 
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will give a brief introduction of different instruments used for Cantonese Opera 
performances and the role of different musicians.  
Percussion Section 
 The head percussionist is called the 
jéungbáan (掌板). There is one jéungbáan in 
an ensemble and he is also responsible for 
setting the music’s rhythm. He is the one who 
ensures that the acting and instrumental parts 
cohere. He also hints to the whole group of 
musicians when to start playing. Typically, three percussionists are needed for a 
Cantonese Opera performance. The jéungbáan is in charge of playing the drum set as 
shown in Figure 2.1 while the other two assist him by playing cymbals or hand bells.  
Melodic Section 
 While the head of the percussion section is the jéungbáan, the tàuhga (頭架) is 
the head of the melodic section. The tàuhga is the gaohu player, who leads the 
melodic orchestra. He or she does not only play the gaohu, but also the nanhu (or 
erhu) and other hu, which are vertical double stringed instruments. The gaohu was 
invented for Cantonese Opera music, and thus exemplifies the localization of 
Chinese opera in Guangdong. There are usually one to two more hu players, 
depending on the size of the orchestra, who play the erhu or the zhonghu. Many hu 
are used by Cantonese Opera music including the gaohu (highest pitch), the zhonghu 
(low pitch), the nanhu (also named erhu, middle pitch), and the erxian (special for 
heroic music). Western instruments such as the violin and the cello were also 
incorporated into Cantonese Opera music in the early 1920s. With four strings, 
violins can play a wider range of tones than the hu. The cello is the only bass 
stringed instrument in the group.  
 
Fig 2.1 Jéungbáan with the percussion set 
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Fig 2.2 Chinese string instruments commonly used in the Cantonese Opera music ensemble 
 Western classical music categorizes instruments into four big families: string, 
woodwind, brass, and percussion. In Chinese music, there are also four families: 
“chui tan la da” (吹彈拉打). Instead of classifying music instruments by the 
material of the instruments, the instruments are divided by the ways they make sound. 
Chui means to blow and thus refers to woodwind or brass instruments. Tan means to 
pluck. La means to bow and thus refers to stringed instruments. Lastly, da means to 
beat, applying to all percussion instruments. The family of plucked instruments is 
very big including more than ten instruments. Some of the most commonly found 
plucked instruments in a Cantonese Opera troupe are the pipa, the guzheng (a 
horizontal harp), the yangqin (the butterfly harp), the qinqin, the yueqin, and the 
sanxian. The butterfly harp is the most important plucked instrument and is the 
second most important instrument within the melodic ensemble following the tàuhga. 
Yangqin players are called hahga. In my fieldwork, I observed that the ruan is also 
getting more popular. The ruan, a round plucked instrument with four stings, has a 
round sound and is traditionally not used in Guangdong because the sound that it 
produces was initially considered inappropriate for Cantonese Opera. But now, it is 
found almost in all Cantonese Opera music groups. Cantonese Opera musicians 
modernized the instrument by lowering the pitch and adding an amplifier to the ruan 
to enlarge its sound. The electronic ruan now acts as a bass instrument, as there were 
traditionally no bass instruments in the ensemble. 
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Fig 2.3 Plucked instruments commonly used in Cantonese Opera music ensembles 
 The final section in the ensemble is the “blowing” family. There are usually 
one to three players in this section, all of whom can play more than three “blowing” 
instruments: the saxophone, the suona (like the oboe), the houguan (a wood or 
bamboo reed instrument), the dizi (a horizontal bamboo flute) and the xiao (a vertical 
bamboo flute). The saxophone has been used since the 1920s because it overcomes 
some of the weaknesses other kinds of Chinese “blowing” instruments encounter. For 
example, each flute can only play one key signature. If the song changes the key 
from C major to G major, musicians have 
to use another flute. In addition, musicians 
complained that all the sounds made are 
insufficiently accurate due to the 
manufacturing of the instruments.  
The music ensemble is usually not shown on the stage, but is instead hidden 
behind the curtain or in the orchestra pit. However, acting and music playing are 
highly connected. The jéungbáan helps bridge the two worlds. Seated on a seat that 
is higher than other performers, he can see both musicians and artists on and off stage 
during performances. 
 
Differentiating between the Yueju, Yuequ and Yuele  
 Before looking at the music community in Guangzhou, it is important to clarify 
our understanding of three terms representing three different kinds of Cantonese 
 
Fig 2.4 Common “blowing” instruments 
played in Cantonese Opera  
 34 
Opera music that can be found in Guangzhou namely yueju (粵劇), yuequ (粵曲), 
and yuele(粵樂). The music community in Guangzhou is involved in all three kinds 
of music. The changing importance of these three types of music imposes new 
patterns of networking on the music community.  
 Yueju refers to Cantonese Opera. Each Cantonese Opera show lasts for around 
two to three hours because each piece is a story. There are six to eight acts that 
compose a whole story. Actors and actresses have to dress up with makeup. There are 
two different types of yueju plays: wen, meaning “scholarly”, and wu, meaning 
“martial”. Wen plays are often comparatively slower. The stories consist of romances, 
myths, and famous classic tales. These plays are more emotional and focus more on 
melodies and singing skills. Wu plays are usually fast-paced, including a lot of 
fighting scenes. The stories involve warfare and bravery. The music in yueju plays a 
minor role as the audience focuses on the story and the acting. Music is used between 
acts or to accompany singing. The music that the musicians play is set to various 
fixed melodies (Chinaopera 2010). There are not many variations in the music. 
Experienced musicians can remember all these different tunes.  
 Yuequ refers to Cantonese Opera songs, usually solo or duet performances. 
According to Yung (1989), yuequ can be grouped into three categories: aria types, 
fixed tunes and narrative songs .While a Cantonese Opera (yueju) show lasts for at 
least two hours, the duration of a yuequ performance varies from twelve to thirty 
minutes. Three kinds of yuequ performances are present in Guangzhou. In the first, 
singers are fully dressed with makeup to perform an excerpt of an original piece of 
Cantonese Opera. In the second, singers can wear casual clothing. They perform a 
story but it is shorter than a yueju performance. In the third, contemporary pieces are 
sung by solo or duet yuequ singers. New songs that reflect current social issues and 
feelings towards the society are continuously being composed and written for yuequ. 
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Lyrics are the most important part of yuequ. Many singers write librettos themselves. 
Moreover, yuequ music relies on close coordination between the singers and their 
musicians (Lum 1996:44). Musically speaking, yuequ is very similar to yueju. The 
size of the music ensemble is the same and so is the type of music they play.  
 Yuele or Guangdong yinyue is also regarded as Cantonese music. It dates back 
to the late Qing period (Zhou 2008). Unlike yueju and yuequ, yuele consists of music 
without singers or actors. Yuele is the musical part of Cantonese Opera without vocal 
voices. Cantonese music combines elements of folk songs from the south and lively 
melodies with Cantonese characteristics. Yuele is also applied to Cantonese Opera 
performances when it is played in between different scenes.  
 
 The Music Community in Guangzhou 
Guangzhou, the capital of Guangdong province, is situated in South Eastern 
China, and is the heart of all the political, economical, social and cultural activities in 
the area. Even though there is a debate about the exact place of origin of Cantonese 
Opera, Cantonese Opera has played an important part in the history of Guangzhou. 
Before the Qing dynasty was overthrown, Cantonese Operas containing anti-Qing 
slogans were used by elites as revolutionary propaganda against the government in 
Guangzhou (Lai 2001:196). Today, Cantonese Opera plays a totally different role in 
Guangzhou society. It is used in everyday life, and is broadcast on the radio and 
television, performed in charity events to raise donations, and sung at karaoke 
gatherings. In other words, it has penetrated people’s lives in Guangzhou. 
Not all musicians performing Cantonese Opera are from the city of Guangzhou. 
Some come from different cities in Guangdong, as Cantonese Opera is popular 
throughout the whole of Guangdong region. Figure 2.5 shows a map of Guangdong  
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province. Guangzhou, Hong 
Kong, and Macau are the 
three main cities that 
promote Cantonese Opera as 
intangible cultural heritage. 
Foshan and Dongguan are 
also hubs of Cantonese 
Opera activities and 
performances. Shenzhen, which lies between Hong Kong and Guangzhou, has 
become an increasingly popular place for Cantonese Opera musicians to settle down 
and perform because of the saturated markets in Hong Kong and Guangzhou for 
Cantonese Opera. Zhanjiang, although seemingly far away from Guangzhou, is, 
surprisingly, the main city that “produces” new and young musicians. This region is 
known as the “southernmost point of China”. Over 80 per cent of young musicians 
come from this part. After their studies, they move to Guangzhou to settle down and 
make a living with their Cantonese Opera skills. 
Guangzhou is able to attract different kinds of musicians because the context of 
Cantonese Opera is extraordinarily rich. Some old forms of performances were kept 
in Guangzhou, which cannot be found in other cities anymore. As Cantonese Opera 
was declared as a type of intangible cultural heritage, the Guangdong government 
has also actively promoted the art form in Guangzhou. Hence, new forms of 
performances were created. According to my observations conducted in summer 
2011, Cantonese Opera is performed all around the city. Different types of Cantonese 
Opera performing venues are present including formal venues such as the Nanfang 
Theatre, Jiangnan Theatre, and Caihong Theatre, which are appointed by the state as 
performance venues aimed at tourists. Semi formal venues include small theatres, 
 
Fig 2.5 Map of Guangdong province 
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cinemas, restaurants, hotels, and tea houses where music groups perform everyday 
for locals. Lots of parks and community centres also provide platforms for musicians 
to play. Cantonese Opera lovers sometimes gather around interest associations or in 
fans’ apartments to enjoy Cantonese Opera music together. Figure 2.6 displays the 
city centre of Guangzhou. The dotted places are the field sites I visited. The stars 
indicate my main field sites. 
 Musicians are aware of the 
sub-communities they are 
categorized, which is based on the 
venues where they play in and their 
skill levels Amateurs play music out 
of personal interest and mainly 
consist of retired people. They play 
wherever they like and where their 
friends are. Professional musicians do not only play music because of their interest, 
but also make a living out of it. They play where they can get the highest pay. Most 
of them play at different venues every day to maximize their salaries. National 
players are also state-recognized performers. They belong to the national troupes in 
Guangzhou, including the Guangdong Provincial Cantonese Opera Troupe, the 
Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe, the Red Bean Cantonese Opera Troupe, 
and the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe. The following three chapters discuss 
the situation and challenges that each of these groups face. 
 
Fig 2.6 Guangzhou city map 
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CHAPTER THREE:  
THE AMATEURS - THE “HAPPY” ONES? 
General Description 
 In February 2011, I visited Guangzhou to conduct a pilot study for this research. 
I arrived on a cold winter day during the Chinese New Year festival. It was less than 
10°C at the Liwan District. The Enning Street, which is also known as the 
“Cantonese Opera Street”, is also located in the Liwan District. Along the two sides 
of the road stood old but elegant buildings dating back to the Qing Dynasty. Unlike 
other parts of Guangzhou that are full of high raised buildings, Liwan manages to 
keep these houses no higher than four storeys. Walking on Enning Street was like 
time travelling back to old Guangzhou. A few historical and famous Cantonese Opera 
associations were situated and headquartered in this street where old people gathered 
to discuss and enjoy Cantonese Opera on the weekdays. As I was exploring the area, 
a pleasing melody broke the silence of the street. I followed the sound, went through 
a wet market, got directions from locals, and found the community centre where the 
music had floated from. A group of ten amateur musicians and singers were making 
music there. I approached them and they told me that they played music there every 
morning from nine to twelve even during holidays. 
 It is because of amateur players like those whom I found in the community 
centre that Cantonese Opera music in Guangzhou is omnipresent. When walking 
around the city with an ear open, one might discover some signs of Cantonese Opera, 
may it be in a park, in an ancestral hall, in a community centre, in an urban green 
zone, in a shopping mall or simply in a residential area. Groups of aged amateur 
players gather all around the city. This is the grassroots’ level of the art form 
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composing the largest Cantonese Opera music community in Guangzhou which 
consists of at least 200 registered ensembles. Exemplifying the original form of folk 
Cantonese Opera music, people perform together simply out of interest during their 
free time after work. Amateur musicians are passionate about Cantonese Opera 
music. However, are they really the “happy ones” enjoying their interest? Do they 
face any obstacles and changes after 2009? How is the relationship between the 
musicians in this large music community in Guangzhou? This chapter investigates 
the borders and networks within the amateur community in Guangzhou based on 
participant-observation conducted in three amateur Cantonese Opera troupes.  
 
Primary Informants 
 The estimated size of the amateur music community comprises of over two 
thousand members according to my informants. Compared to the population of over 
ten million people in Guangzhou, a community of two thousand people is considered 
to be very small. Indeed, the musicians within this community know each other and 
are connected in different ways. For example, they might have played in the same 
group, they might have learnt from the same teacher, or they might have been invited 
to take part in a certain performance. I picked eight amateur musicians with different 
background to be my informants to understand their lifestyles more in-depth. 
During my fieldwork, I followed the musicians individually to different social 
events and expanded my social network by talking to other musicians. While 
visiting new places or conducting fieldwork at the main field sites, I spoke with 
three to five people a day. Hence, I conducted more than two hundred unstructured 
interviews among amateur community members. Fig 3.1 demonstrates the 
information of my primary informants from the amateur community. These eight 
informants are representative in their own ways in terms of gender, age, occupation, 
 40 
musical instruments, and roles in the troupe. The average age of the musicians is 
over fifty five as the amateur community is composed largely of retired people. 
Moreover, almost all of the informants are born and raised in Guangzhou and regard 
themselves as “native Guangzhou-ers”. 
 
Fig 3.1 Table of amateur informants 
Musicians typically play in different troupes and do not necessary stay at only 
one. Every troupe has a leader who needs to be comparatively skilled at either 
singing or music playing, and in many cases, can do both. They are typically 
well-respected by members. The duties of being a leader include organizing various 
matters related to the troupe, such as rehearsals, concerts, gatherings, and recruiting 
new members. They are expected to devote a lot of time and effort to managing the 
troupe.  
 
The Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe 
 The community centre in Liwan district gets very crowded every Saturday 
afternoon when the Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe performs for the public. The 
30 seats for the audience are always full, so sometimes the audience even has to 
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bring their own chairs with them. The Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe is 
headquartered in that community centre and provides free yuequ performances every 
weekend. Founded in May 1979, there are now more than 40 members in this troupe. 
There are so many members that they have to split the group into two subgroups and 
have performances every other week to accommodate each group.  
 Besides the weekly shows in 
the community centre, the Sunshine 
Cantonese Opera Troupe also plays 
in other venues, such as the 
Cantonese Opera central platform 
in the Cultural Park, which was 
built to promote Cantonese Opera 
to the public, small theatres, and 
private apartments. The troupe used 
to perform more yueju pieces ten years ago, but now mainly plays short pieces of 
yuequ. Since the troupe is privately organized, there is no sponsorship from the 
government or elsewhere. The members of the group that sing have to pay 50 CNY 
monthly to maintain the cost of operation. When there are special concerts outside 
the community centre, such as in a theatre, then the singers have to pay more.  
 The Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe has increased its fame in Guangzhou by 
encouraging the members to take part in city, provincial, and even national level 
competitions. In 2009, the Guangzhou city government awarded the Sunshine 
Cantonese Opera Troupe a certificate for representing Cantonese folk culture. 
 
 The District Workers’ Association Cantonese Opera Troupe 
 On one of my first days in Guangzhou, I passed by a major park in the Liwan  
 
Fig. 3.2 The author (front right) with members of 
the Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe at a concert 
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district and saw an attractive theatre by the side 
of the river. I could not help but wonder if 
Cantonese Opera performances took place on this 
stage. After inquiring with locals, I got 
information about the venue’s performance 
schedule. The District Workers’ Association 
Cantonese Opera Troupe plays every Tuesday, 
Thursday, Saturday and Sunday afternoon. 
 Originally headquartered at the workers’ association, this troupe has a sixty year 
history. In 2010, the park was rebuilt to suit the government’s policy of beautifying 
Guangzhou for the Asian Games. The government built a Cantonese Opera stage in 
the park and invited the District Workers’ Association Cantonese Opera Troupe to 
perform there every afternoon for three hours to promote Cantonese Opera and the 
park. The troupe suddenly went from performing in a private setting initially for no 
audience to playing a public show. Since the government ordered the troupe to play 
almost every day and not everyone was free for the whole week in the afternoon, the 
musicians’ attendance fluctuated a lot; during my fieldwork, the musicians’ faces 
were different almost every time. Thus, no one could tell me how many musicians 
belonged to the troupe in total, as musicians kept coming and going. 
 Usually, performances are divided into two parts. During the first part, yuequ 
solo or duet pieces are sung and in the second part, excerpts of Cantonese Opera are 
acted. As the stage is situated in an eye-catching location in the tourist park, the 
Cantonese Opera performances are able to attract a large number of crowds to gather 
around the stage and watch the show.  
 
Fig 3.3 The District Workers’ 
Association Cantonese Opera Troupe 
performing in a park 
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The Evergreen Cantonese Opera Troupe 
 The Evergreen Cantonese Opera 
Troupe is the only organization in 
Guangzhou for physically handicapped 
Cantonese Opera performers. All members, 
including singers and musicians in the 
troupe are physically disabled. Some of 
them have lost a leg and some of them need 
platform shoes to assist them in walking. 
The leader of the group and a number of 
volunteers founded the troupe in May 2004 in the Liwan district. After the troupe was 
established, the founders networked in the music community to gather handicapped 
Cantonese Opera singers and musicians. At the same time, they kindly supported and 
encouraged members to take part in different kinds of music competitions in 
Guangzhou. In 2009, the Evergreen Cantonese Opera Troupe was awarded “excellent 
amateur Cantonese Opera troupe” by the Guangzhou government. 
 Troupe members meet up every Monday morning at a community centre in 
Liwan District. Rehearsals are not open to the public. However, the group organizes a 
public concert annually on the Cantonese Opera central platform in the Cultural Park. 
This concert is sponsored by the Liwan district government, so the troupe does not 
need to pay for the venue’s rent. On top of that, they receive 1000 CNY for the 
preparation and operation of the concert. Besides, the troupe is sometimes invited to 
nearby villages in Guangzhou to give performances, which cannot be organized 
easily because of the physical inconvenience of the troupe members. Due to the 
difficulties of members in moving around, this troupe can only perform yuequ 
singing and music elements because a whole opera play with acting and dressing up 
 
Fig 3.4 The author (back left) with members 
of the Evergreen Cantonese Opera Troupe 
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is impossible for the members to execute.  
 I volunteered in the troupe every Monday to help them to set up the practise 
venue and to play some musical instruments when they did not have enough 
musicians. The whole troupe consists of over 50 members, but only 15 -20 of them 
come every week because some of them have to work. 
 
What is “Sifoguhk”? 
 In China, especially in a city like Guangzhou that it is famous for its cuisine and 
gastronomy, people commonly greet each other with the phrase, “Have you eaten 
yet?” (Bosco et al 2009:34). However, according to my observations during my 
fieldwork, amateur musicians usually greet each other with another question, “In 
how many guhk do you play today?” or “Which guhk will you go to today?” The 
guhk is the abbreviation of sifoguhk (私伙局) in Cantonese which refers to all 
privately organized Cantonese Opera troupes. 
 The Guangzhou government also recognizes the term sifoguhk and defines it as 
private and amateur groups that play Cantonese Opera or yuequ. The origins of 
sifoguhk are controversial. Some musicians told me it originated when workers 
gathered in the evening to play and formed a guhk, while some proposed that 
sifoguhk dates back to the late Ming dynasty. At that time, the existing official 
Cantonese Opera troupes could not satisfy the demand of the public and people 
started to organize opera troupes privately to entertain themselves and formed 
sifoguhk. All these origins share one distinct similarity: the guhk is a win-win 
situation for the society. The musicians and singers enjoy making music together 
while satisfying the audience’s demand for such entertainment. 
 Although the government provides a non-controversial official definition of 
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sifoguhk and recognizes its existence, private opera troupes generally dislike being 
addressed as sifoguhk. When I interviewed leaders of the troupes and asked about the 
idea of sifoguhk, most of them immediately told me that they are not guhk because 
they belonged to a certain association. None of the group leaders that I talked to 
pleasantly accepted the term sifoguhk. T, the troupe leader of the District Worker’s 
Association Cantonese Opera Troupe, even stated, “We are not like those sifoguhk, 
because we are a part of the workers’ association. Sifoguhk are not organized at all!” 
Another troupe leader reacted, “We are not sifoguhk as the musical level of sifoguhk 
is really low!” Clearly, there is a general resentment towards the government’s 
categorization of sifoguhk. The government’s use of the term, sifoguhk, 
institutionalizes the negative connotations of amateur troupes as it implies lack of 
troupe organization, overlooks each private group’s distinction, and neglects the 
contribution group leaders make to organize the opera troupe.  
According to K, who has played in at least six guhk in two years, sifoguhk in 
Guangzhou can be categorized into two forms. The first type is following a 
membership system through which all singers have to pay a fee. The fee depends on 
the opera troupe. Some are more expensive, some are less. For example, to sing 
twice a month in the Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe costs members 50CNY; to 
sing sixteen times per month in the District Cantonese Opera Troupe costs 50 CNY, 
too. The membership fee includes the rent of the venue if needed, payment for 
musicians, food and drink during breaks, repairs for equipment, and purchase and 
maintenance of musical instruments. The other type of sifoguhk is based on a host 
and guest system. The host of the guhk is in charge of paying for every kind of 
expense, but also charges the people who want to sing. The singers have to pay for 
each song that they sing. The host might earn money if that guhk is popular and 
many people want to pay and sing. Therefore, the music quality of the second type of 
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guhk is higher because the host tries to get the best musicians to ensure the sustained 
popularity of the guhk. Counting up all different types of sifoguhk, there are at least 
200 registered private opera troupes in Guangzhou, and it is believed that there are 
more because some of them operate informally without registering themselves with 
the government. The following part analyses the borders and networks within the 
amateur community. 
 
Hierarchies between Amateurs  
 The amateur music community has expanded drastically these years, but the 
number of sifoguhk is limited, which results in an increasingly competitive 
environment for musicians. My informant, W, reflected that musicians and singers 
simply gathered at a place to make music in the past. Singers prepared food and 
drink for each performance or musicians sometimes invited the whole troupe over for 
suppers. However, in recent years, the relationship between musicians and singers 
developed to an imbalanced one. Nowadays, musicians are paid. In Contrast, singers 
have to either pay a membership fee every month to cover costs, or they need to pay 
musicians separately every time. Thus, the link between musicians and singers has 
changed. It used to be simple, and based on a shared hobby. Now, it involves money. 
Even though musicians appear to be the ones who are benefitting from this change, 
many musicians dislike this new system. W told me that he missed the past because it 
was happier and simpler. Y insisted that she did not receive pay when she played in 
sifoguhk because she did not want to be obliged to play at the same sifoguhk each 
time. When she went to different guhk, she aimed at getting to know the people and 
to expand her network. In this chapter, I attempt to understand what created these 
changes, what other changes and practises exist in the growing amateur music 
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community, and how musicians compete with each other.  
 
The Status of Sifu 
 In the amateur community, musicians are never called by their names. Instead, 
they are always called sifu. For example, if someone’s surname is Li, he would be 
called Li sifu. In Chinese sifu (師傅)implies that a person, being described as a 
master or a teacher, is an expert in something. In the amateur music community, it 
has the same meaning; these sifu know a lot about Cantonese Opera and are experts 
of this genre of music. G told me that, traditionally, musicians are well-respected in 
the amateur music community by singers. Even back when musicians were not paid 
for performances, singers already called them sifu. Y explained that it is because 
musicians know much more about Cantonese Opera music than singers. As 
musicians, they were trained to know the music structure and the variations of 
different forms of Cantonese Opera whilst singers learned by singing each sentence 
and melody individually. Therefore, one of the reasons why singers go to the 
sifoguhk is to get advice from musicians and to gain more experience. Musicians in 
sifoguhk play a dual role as music makers and teachers, by giving singers singing tips. 
This results in musicians being looked up to by most singers. 
 Amateur musicians do not only play music, but also sing very well. Some of 
them started singing first, but then chose to play music afterwards. Others were 
required to learn to sing by their teachers at the early stage of their Cantonese Opera 
careers. W, a yangqin player at the Sunshine Cantonese Opera Troupe, once proudly 
showed me his old photo, in which he was wearing a full Cantonese Opera costume. 
Born into a Cantonese Opera family, W dreamt of becoming a performer when he 
was a child. He followed his family to different villages to perform in professional 
troupes until his adolescence. He was not allowed to perform Cantonese Opera 
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during the Cultural Revolution, and decided to play yangqin then instead. He is still 
very good at singing and acting as well as yangqin playing. So, he is always 
surrounded by singers during the break asking him to teach them how to improve. 
W’s example displays the situation that sifu enjoy a superior status over singers. In 
fact, apart from the clearly divided border between musicians and singers, hierarchies 
within the community are shown through other ways. The musicians’ list is another 
example. 
  
The Musicians’ List 
 After staying at my research site for over a month, the leaders and musicians of 
the troupes started to become less aware of my presence. Sometimes, even highly 
confidential documents were left exposed within my sight. Once, I saw a complete 
form lying on a table, and I asked the leader of the troupe what the paper was about. 
She became very cautious and hid the piece of paper immediately. I only managed to 
glance at the sheet of paper. I tried to find out more about it, but people avoided this 
topic. Later, during an in-depth interview with the leader of a Cantonese Opera 
Troupe, I was finally told more about this sheet of paper which is a musicians’ list. 
What makes the list so special? According to T, the list records not only the 
names, instruments, ages, and telephone numbers of all the amateur musicians in 
Guangzhou, but also the price the musicians are charging for the troupe, their 
evaluated skill level, and the rank of musicians in the troupe. Even though the whole 
amateur community shares the same pool of musicians, each troupe has written a 
unique musicians’ list in accordance with its relationship with the musicians. The 
troupe’s musicians’ list keeps track of the rise and fall of the musicians and their 
closeness to the troupe. It also notes how much the troupes value each musician and 
how the troupes prioritize musicians. For example, some musicians are hired only for 
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rehearsals every week because they are relatively cheap and their music is not of a 
very high quality. The list explains that they should preferably not be used in 
important performances. Thus, the musicians’ list is kept confidential even from 
musicians.  
Even though the musicians’ list is kept secret, musicians know their own 
position in the list very well and are aware of the existence of a hierarchy. There are 
different levels of musicians on the basis of their experience and skill, but there are 
also other factors leading to the rise and fall of musicians. K started playing the 
yangqin a few years ago. For three years, he participated in a few private Cantonese 
Opera troupes and played almost every day. But his contribution to music remained 
invisible in these years and neither the musicians nor he considered himself to be 
good. On the other hand, P described that he was a nobody when he first joined a 
private Cantonese Opera troupe as a zhonghu player two years ago. He then tried to 
learn the music structure, to read books about Cantonese Opera music, and to take 
percussion courses to increase his musical skills. Little by little, he gained more 
attention from the singers and the leaders of the troupe. He also became closer to 
other troupe members as he joined gatherings with the others. These social gathering 
enabled him to expand his network with others and make him appear more attractive 
to different troupes. Eventually, he was promoted to play as a tàuhga. That was a 
turning point for him because his status among musicians rose drastically. “In this 
sifoguhk, in which I am playing, only the tàuhga, jéungbáan and yangqin player get 
paid. Also, musicians in these three positions enjoy other benefits, such as having 
fans in summer and more food while the rest of the musicians share one fan.” Going 
from being unnoticed to being the concert master of the ensemble and from playing 
for free to being paid, P was very proud of finally being recognized. Although K and 
P shared similar backgrounds, their developments were totally different. This proves 
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that reaching a higher status in the troupe is not just about the time one spends on 
music or the level at which he plays, but also about the willingness to show oneself 
off and to network. Additionally, although there are rises, there are also falls. P, for 
example, managed to climb up the social ladder to become a tàuhga. Yet, there could 
only be one tàuhga in a troupe, so, where did the original tàuhga go? In this case, the 
original tàuhga was forced to switch to playing yangqin while the original yangqin 
player was forced to quit the troupe. In another troupe that P played in, the same 
thing happened; the original tàuhga was also kicked out.  
The leaders of the troupes need to pay attention to the ups and downs of the 
musicians and record them on the musicians’ list. In order to make sure that the 
quality of their troupes’ music is high, the leaders also visit different sifoguhk and get 
to know new musicians. Y expressed that although her troupe had enough musicians, 
she still wanted to meet new musicians and expand the database of musicians, just in 
case they had large-scale performances. The musicians’ list depicts the competitive 
reality that amateur musicians face. 
 
The Amateur Community as a Whole 
 Despite the invisible borders and hidden competitions between musicians and 
singers, the amateur community remains very united and strong. One of the aims of 
many amateur troupes is to maintain a harmonious relationship between all the 
members to enhance the troupe’s reputation. Y, the leader of the Sunshine Cantonese 
Opera troupe, told me that the four categories that she considered every time when 
she decided whether or not to recruit a new member or hire a new musician include 
the following. First, they had to be skilful or have suitable voices for singing. Second, 
they needed to look good. Third, they needed to be young to ensure the troupe’s 
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future. Forth and most importantly, they needed to be able to foster a sense of 
belonging towards the troupe and bear a friendly personality. Y was happy about her 
troupe because she believed that it was very united. She organized luncheons on the 
first Saturday of each month before their performances. During their free time, they 
also arranged trips or dinner gatherings to enrich their relationship. 
T, the leader of the District Workers’ Association Cantonese Opera troupe, 
emphasized that the troupe was very united and that members shared the same 
mission. He mentioned that when the government asked them to give an urgent 
performance without any warning, he just needed to call one of the members and all 
members would show up for the performance within an hour. Sometimes, these 
mission performances from the government were very tough since they had to play in 
extreme weather conditions, but members were still very devoted to these 
performances. The amateur community as a whole went through difficulties imposed 
by the government and overcame constraints brought by the market together. 
Through experiencing these shared hardships, a stronger relationship within the 
community is maintained. 
 
The Invasion of Capitalism 
 At most social functions in Guangzhou, the first few questions asked include 
“What do you do for a living?” or “How much do you earn?” But it is not the case 
for the amateur musicians, who tend to avoid talking about money as it is taboo 
among the amateur community. Actually it is unusual in the social context in China 
because most of the time, people are very interested in how much each other earns. G 
once told me, “I do not know how much the others get and we do not talk about it, 
because talking about money would ‘hurt our feelings’(shang ganqing).” Thus, so as 
to sustain a good relationship with each other, musicians pretend that money is not an 
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issue. 
 Musicians generally felt nostalgic about the past when singers and musicians 
were close and felt a strong sense of belonging to a unified troupe when musicians 
were not paid. Musicians no longer have the feelings towards the troupes, because 
participating in a troupe is based on a money system and they can be fired anytime. A 
few musicians blamed Hong Kong for introducing the paying system to Guangzhou 
and causing all these. Hong Kong, to the amateur community in Guangzhou, is a 
symbol of capitalism where money is very important because a Cantonese Opera 
musician is highly paid there. Musicians in Guangzhou claimed that Hong Kong 
Cantonese Opera musicians brought the practise of paying sifu to the amateur music 
community in Guangzhou. Hong Kong, to some, might be an evil place with a strong 
focus on money; at the same time, it is a place where musicians long to go. G told me, 
“In Guangzhou, we only get 30CNY for playing for a whole afternoon, where in 
Hong Kong, a tàuhga can earn a few hundred Hong Kong dollars in thirty minutes.” 
A number of musicians felt proud and showed off the number of times they have 
performed in Hong Kong. 
 There is a dilemma between earning money and the problems brought about by 
this practise. Musicians were well-respected by singers, however, money has 
changed the nature of the relationship so that both friendliness and antagonism are 
present in a singer-musician relationship. T, as a singer and the leader of the District 
Workers’ Association Cantonese Opera Troupe, once expressed his hidden feelings of 
hatred towards musicians who should not be paid in his opinion. In his eyes, both 
musicians and singers were equal, since they both played out of interest. He 
described the relationship between musicians and singers in the amateur community 
as that between water and fish: they coexist and need each other. Under his 
leadership, his troupe at first insisted on not paying musicians. However, when no 
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musicians volunteered to play for their troupe, he started to hire musicians. He sighed 
and added that he looked down on musicians because they play only for money while 
in the past, they played out of friendship and interest. Musicians also realize a more 
distanced relationship from the singers. Not only did the system of paying musicians 
ruin the relationship between singers and musicians in the amateur community, but 
also among the musicians. It is considered taboo to discuss the salary that one 
receives from the troupe between the musicians because musicians do not get the 
same amount of money. Musicians receive different wages ranging from 30 CNY to 
800 CNY per session (two to four hours per session depending on the sifoguhk that 
they play in). Their wages vary according to their experience, level, instruments, 
relationship with the troupe, and reputation in the amateur community. 
 Musicians feel dissatisfied about this invasion of capitalism, which increased 
the competitiveness among musicians and tension between singers and musicians. 
They try their best to preserve the traditional way of socializing. Avoiding to talk 
about money is a common strategy used to reduce direct conflicts between musicians. 
P, a tàuhga voiced that he felt very insecure when he first arrived in the troupe. He 
was worried that the troupe would find someone else to substitute him just as he had 
replaced a former player. But by the time I interviewed him, he was not afraid that 
this would happen anymore as he has stayed for a long time in the troupe and that he 
knew everyone better. He said confidently, “I have established a very close 
relationship with the others in the troupe already. I firmly believe that our ganqing 
(feelings for each other) means more than better skills.” P’s case shows networking 
and relationship with the others in the troupe is important for a long term 
musicianship in that troupe. 
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The “Common Enemy”  
 “Capitalism” is seen as a powerful invader to the amateur community because 
most of the amateur musicians are over sixty and experienced the Cultural 
Revolution. They were taught that capitalism was evil. However, the other threat that 
the music community faces comes from the inside: the Chinese government. Even 
though sifoguhk are privately organized, they still need government support to 
survive. The Chinese government manages cultural heritage at four levels: the 
national level, the provincial level, the city level, and the district level. According to 
the Law for Intangible Cultural Heritage which was enforced on 1st June 2011, each 
level corresponds with certain duties and responsibilities regarding to the 
preservation and development of heritage (Law for Intangible Cultural Heritage 
2011). The national level administers the function and coordination of the other 
levels and as such, has the most power. The rest of the levels assist with the 
maintenance of the political system by assessing the management situation, and at 
the same time, they implement national laws at different levels.  
 To the amateur music community in Guangzhou, the most influential 
government level is the Guangzhou city government as reflected by members of the 
community. They think that the mayor of the city plays a very important role in the 
cultural development of Guangzhou. When I conducted interviews with amateur 
musicians, almost all of them complained that the mayor of Guangzhou at that time 
was not supportive enough of Cantonese Opera development. Contrastingly, they 
believed that the ex-ex-mayor, Li Ziliu, did a great job because he cared about the 
community’s needs, voiced them to the central government and made relevant 
policies in Guangzhou to facilitate Cantonese Opera development in Guangzhou. Li 
was the mayor of Guangzhou from 1989 to 1996, and he was born in Guangdong. 
Since he was highly interested in Cantonese Opera himself, under his governance, he 
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helped to conserve and promote Cantonese Opera to the public. For example, he 
established the Zhenxing Guangdong Province Cantonese Opera Association (振興
廣東省粵劇協會), which aimed at sponsoring the development of the amateur music 
community. However, one hears only negative feedback about Zhang Guangning 
who governed Guangzhou from 2003 to 2010. One musician reflected, “Zhang did 
not even speak Cantonese, not to mention understand our traditional art!” Another 
one said, “We speak Cantonese here and he speaks ‘chilli language’”3. As a result, it 
is not surprising that the Guangzhou city government was not supportive of 
Cantonese Opera development under his leadership.” These comments show 
musicians’ dissatisfaction with the mayor from Shandong Province who they see as 
their common enemy because he made policies that, according to members of the 
music community, concerned only the government’s interests. 
 Besides the discontent towards the mayor originating from another province, 
musicians have also not been happy about the policies that have affected Cantonese 
Opera development especially after 2009. G asserted that in the past, there were a lot 
of public platforms where amateur groups could perform every day, such as 
“workers’ palaces”, cinemas, or parks, where sifoguhk could perform at different 
times of the day. However, due to new urban developmental plans, many of these 
public Cantonese Opera platforms had been torn down. Only two platforms remained 
in Guangzhou: in the Cultural Park and in the Second Workers’ Palace. W also said 
that in the past, it was very cheap and easy to rent theatres such as the Nanfang 
theatre. However, since 2009, many of these theatres had either been removed or 
renovated. After the renovation, the rent at the theatres for one evening increased 
from just a few hundred CNY to 30000 CNY. Consequently, sifoguhk could not 
                                                 
3 Zhang speaks Mandarin with a strong Shangdong accent. Chilli-language refers to the background 
of the mayor that he comes from Shandong province which is famous for its spicy food and hot 
cuisine.  
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afford to rent them. 
 Musicians believe that Cantonese Opera is being used by the government to 
promote the city’s image and to boost tourism. The District Workers’ Association 
Cantonese Opera Troupe for example attracted the government’s attention in 2010 
and was assigned to perform every day in a renovated park that the government had  
designated as a tourist attraction. They were 
very happy in the beginning to have an 
opportunity to play on this newly built stage. 
However, as time went by, they faced troubles, 
such as a lack of changing rooms for artists, 
store rooms for the instruments, and even seats 
for the audience. Hot summer days in 
Guangzhou reach up to 40°C, but performers were not allowed to use fans on the 
stage; during winter, they were requested to perform in the cold wind and were not 
allowed to rest. They tried to express all these difficulties to the cultural department 
of the government, but could not resolve the problems because all these issues were 
directed to other departments such as the tourism board and the city planning bureau. 
T, the leader of the District Workers’ Association Cantonese Opera Troupe, was so 
upset that he gave up fighting in the end and continued playing in the park everyday 
because he knew that the government would not be willing to help them. The 
musicians’ explicit anger and discontent with the government gave rise to the 
creation of networks between the musicians within the music community. 
 
Summary: Are they truly the “happy ones”? 
 In sum, this chapter introduces the amateur music community and the 
 
Fig 3.5 The stage on which the District 
Workers’ Troupe is assigned to perform  
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relationships within it. One can imagine these musicians only playing music as a 
hobby and not being under huge pressure. Yet, are they truly the “happy ones”? By 
looking into the borders of the community and the strategies for the musicians to 
obtain networks, it is clear that the music community is not as harmonious as it 
seemed to be. Musicians need not only to improve their own musical skills, but also 
to maintain good relationships with other musicians, singers, and the leaders of the 
troupe to secure their places in music ensembles. They are under a lot of personal 
pressure as well. 
 Furthermore, capitalism and the government are also putting pressure on the 
music community. For instance, sifoguhk are required to register at the District 
Cultural Bureau in Guangzhou so that the government can keep track of them and 
control them. A musician said sadly, “The government wants to kill all sifoguhk.” 
The conditions for being registered as an official sifoguhk have become very 
complicated and it is difficult for groups to register. When there are changes in the 
existing sifoguhk, for example, when a musician died because he was too old; or 
when a leader left the group, the troupe would automatically be erased from the list.  
 Considering both the internal and external stresses to the musicians individually 
and the music community as a whole, life as an amateur musician is not easy or truly 
happy. On the one hand, musicians need to foster networks with singers, musicians, 
and leaders of troupes. On the other hand, they are encountering a greater threat from 
the government. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  
THE PROFESSIONAL MUSICIANS - THE DREAM CHASERS 
General Description 
 In a traditional restaurant in Guangzhou, one can hear visitors chatting with 
each other, dishes clinking against cups and chopsticks, and waitresses shouting the 
names of dimsum dishes. Suddenly, a resounding “dic” made by a wooden 
percussion instrument breaks through this clamour, followed by a beautiful melody 
sung by a female singer, who is accompanied by an ensemble of musical instruments. 
This scene can still be found in many restaurants, hotels, and tea houses in 
Guangzhou.  
The musicians who perform in these locations are not amateurs, but professional 
musicians. They play music not only out of interest, but also for their careers. Music 
is a way for them to make a living. Musicians play in other venues in addition to 
restaurants or hotels, such as cinemas or small theatres, in order to get paid more. If 
one wants to earn more, one can play up to three sessions per day, from nine to 
twelve in the morning, from two to five in the afternoon and from eight to eleven in 
the evening. Even though I followed musicians to different venues to understand how 
they make a living, I mainly focused on musicians’ behaviours in two hotels to 
display the current situation of members of the professional music community. 
 
“The Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard” 
Cantonese Opera music performances in restaurants or hotels used to be found 
in many parts of Guangzhou as it was one of the most popular forms of 
entertainment. These places can still be found scattered around the city, however, 
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since the younger generation no longer appreciates Cantonese Opera music, many 
such places have closed down. 
Many of these places are now 
concentrated along the Zhujiang River, 
known as “Cantonese Opera Music 
Boulevard” (曲藝一條街). Along this 
300-meter-long boulevard, five different 
hotels and restaurants offer Cantonese 
Opera music performances during afternoon 
tea. The boulevard depicts the oldest and one of the most picturesque districts in 
Guangzhou. Many famous hotels and restaurants were built there. The concentration 
of music venues makes it practical for singers to hop around different restaurants 
during tea time. Typically, after they sing for 10 minutes at the Happiness Restaurant, 
they walk to the New World Hotel next door to sing for another audience, and then 
travel to the next location: the City Grand Hotel. Figure 4.2 shows the location of the 
“Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard”. In August 2011, five restaurants and hotels 
provided afternoon music performances, but there was a rumour that more venues 
will be built in the coming few years. Two of the tea rooms on this street served as 
my field sites. 
The restaurants, hotels, and tea houses that provide yuequ performances are 
known as “chàhjoh” (茶座) in Cantonese. Chàh stands for tea and joh means to sit. It 
is because the audience always sits down and enjoys tea and dimsum while attending 
this kind of performance. Chàhjoh performance form is not unique to Guangzhou; 
for instance, there are also tea houses in Beijing where people appreciate Peking 
Opera. However, in Guangzhou, chàhjoh is experienced differently from elsewhere. 
It is inexpensive and the performances are offered to a wide audience, ranging from 
 
Fig. 4.1 The night view of “the Cantonese 
Opera Music Boulevard” from a distance 
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members of the lower class to the bourgeoisie. In the audience, there were taxi 
drivers and the unemployed, but also lawyers, doctors, and businessmen. There are 
basically two time slots for chàhjoh performance everyday: from approximately two 
to four o’clock in the afternoon during tea time and from nine to eleven o’clock in 




 Professional musicians consider music to be their way to make a living and they 
therefore take music playing seriously and usually try to maximize their exposure in 
the music industry. Apart from performing in hotels and restaurants on a regular 
basis, musicians also perform on weekends and during their free time in all kinds of 
music functions in Guangzhou and its surrounding villages. Professional musicians 
have received different musical training before; some learnt to play music 
instruments privately with a teacher whilst others went to formal musical schools. 
My informants were of different age, gender, educational and musical background.  
Each troupe in the hotels and restaurants has a music director who is in charge 
of artistic and administrative management of the troupe. They have multiple duties. 
For instance, they have to take care of the troupe’s music quality and maintain a 
 
Fig. 4.2 The location of the Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard in Guangzhou (source: Google) 
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stable business for the restaurant. They are also the ones who distribute salaries to the 
musicians and singers and the ones who decide which marketing strategies the troupe 
uses. While the amateur community is composed largely of retired musicians who 
can spend a lot of time playing music, professional musicians are generally much 
younger and consist of a mixture of people of different generations. There are also 
senior musicians in the troupe who have retired from national troupes. The youngest 
musicians are in their twenties. Most of them are not from Guangzhou, but are 
instead from the rural cities in Guangdong province, such as Zhanjiang and Taishan. 
The professional community is composed of different kinds of musicians in terms of 
gender, language, age, and education. 
 
Fig 4.3 Table of professional informants 
 
The New World Hotel  
 The New World Hotel was built in the 1970s and was declared a cultural 
heritage site by the city government. Every afternoon, from 14:15 to 16:15, the 
fifteenth floor of the hotel is filled with music. While people enjoy food and tea with 
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their friends around tables, musicians and singers perform on a small stage.  
Compared to the scale of amateur 
groups, the musical ensembles that 
perform in hotels are bigger and 
consist of at least ten musicians. 
Before the singers start singing, they 
begin the chàhjoh performance with 
a piece of Cantonese music called yuele. Then, singers perform around eight to 
twelve yuequ pieces. 
 The songs sung in restaurants are very short excerpts from classic Cantonese 
Operas. Each piece last for at most twenty minutes. Singers rotate during the week. 
In total, approximately twenty musicians take turn singing every week. Some 
audience members pay singers and musicians extra before the performance to play a 
specific song. Occasionally, audience members can also sing on the stage if they pay 
the music ensemble. The New World Hotel is quite flexible in terms of the 
performing format and the manner in which they are organized.  
 
The City Grand Hotel 
 The City Grand Hotel is situated 30 meters away from the New World Hotel. 
Thus, singers usually sing in these two hotels consecutively. This hotel provides two 
different chàhjoh during the afternoon. Each is held on a separate floor. The one on 
the fifth floor is more expensive but is supposed to be of better quality while the 
other one on the fourth floor produces very bad music according to the singers that I 
know. I mainly conducted my fieldwork on the fifth floor. 
 The City Grand Hotel, like the New World Hotel, is crowded with audience 
members every day, even though the hotel is not as famous as the New World Hotel. 
 
Fig 4.4 Chàhjoh performance at the New World Hotel 
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Senior people serve as this hotel’s Cantonese Opera clientele. The kind of music 
played by the group, the size, and setting of the music group are similar to the other 
hotel because they play the same kind of performances for the public.  
Compared to the new World Hotel, the City Grand Hotel is more strictly 
organized. For example, “outsiders” cannot just pay and sing on stage. It is highly 
rigid because of the different style of the music director at this hotel. At the City 
Grand Hotel, the music director is a lady who previously sang in a professional 
Cantonese Opera troupe. As that troupe closed down, she was dismissed and she had 
to leave and make a living in the hotel. Besides organizing all the performance 
schedules, musicians, singers, and payments, she also sings every other day. Unlike 
the New World Hotel, the attendance rate increased steadily since 2010 because of a 
series of strategies carried out by the troupe music director which will be discussed 
later in this chapter.  
 
Tensions within the Community 
 When the New World Hotel underwent a large scale renovation in 2002, the 
music troupe that performed there every afternoon had to stop working there. During 
the renovation, the troupe found another restaurant on the other side of Guangzhou 
which agreed to hire them. However, the business in the new replacement restaurant 
was unexpectedly low. 
The Cantonese Opera Boulevard composes both a noisy communicative 
network and a competitive environment for different troupes and dependent 
relationship between them. On the one hand, these different hotels and restaurants 
rely on each other to form this community, so that they can satisfy the wide range of 
audience members and share the newest information. On the other hand, they are 
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rivals. Furthermore, new chàhjoh restaurants will be built which will lead to a higher 
degree of competition. Tensions within the community built up. Different restaurants 
have their own strategies to attract more audience members. The following parts 
describe the competition between tea houses and the tension existing between 
different interest groups, such as musicians and singers, in order to investigate the 
relationship between the tea houses and parties. 
 
Competition between Tea Houses 
 I entered the chàhjoh site for the first time during the pilot study in February 
2011. What jumped out at me at first was not the performance, but rather the 
audience. Despite the young age of the singers, most of whom were in their twenties, 
the audience was largely composed of seniors who on average were seventy years 
old. Most of the elderly go to chàhjoh as a part of their daily routine. They gather 
around tables to chat and gossip. Or they go alone to enjoy lunch and sing along to 
songs they know by heart. As a young person who entered the venue alone, I was 
often asked by the seniors at my table whether I had gone to the wrong place because 
these venues hosted afternoon-long yuequ performances.  
 Therefore, the number of audience members is more or less fixed, which creates 
a highly competitive environment for singers and musicians. Through conversation 
with musicians and singers, I discovered a shared hatred of musicians and singers at 
the New World and City Grand Hotels towards another traditional restaurant called 
Happiness Restaurant. Troupe members of the City Grand Hotel especially saw that 
restaurant as their biggest enemy. My informant F told me that, in early 2010, a 
music ensemble that had played there for over 20 years had been replaced. The music 
group cooperated very well with the restaurant and helped establish a large and stable 
audience initially. Both the restaurants and the music group split the profit 50-50 and 
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benefitted from this collaboration. However, the restaurant was not satisfied and 
wanted to earn more. In 2010, another music group approached that restaurant and 
offered to split 60-40 where the restaurant could earn a bigger share. Therefore, the 
Happiness Restaurant accepted the offer and told the old music group that they had 
decided to sign on with a new group, which shocked musicians in the group. When 
they listened to the music that the new group played, they became even angrier 
because they described the group’s music as amateurish. The music group contacted 
other hotels that might be interested in cooperating with them and found the City 
Grand Hotel where they were offered the opportunity to play chàhjoh performances 
because they are known as the most skilful music group on the whole boulevard. In 
fact, the group’s tàuhga had played at the national level before retiring. However, 
this incident created tension within the music community. Other ensembles were 
afraid that similar incidents might occur and the atmosphere on the boulevard 
became tenser. 
 Even though the troupe of the New World Hotel was not involved in the dispute 
between the music groups of the Happiness Restaurant and the City Grand Hotel 
directly, it became aware of it and cautious about preventing a similar event from 
taking place. The music director of the group informed me that the musical group 
tried to maintain a close relationship with the manager of the hotel where they had 
played since 1993.They did not give performances for half a year in 2002 because 
the restaurant was being renovated. Since he was scared that they would not be 
invited back to play after the renovation, the group temporarily played at another 
restuarant. Later, they were invited again and have continued to play there until now. 
The music director tried to keep the quality of his music high to maintain his 
audience. On average, around ninety people attend chàhjoh every day. Compared to 
the City Grand Hotel and the Happiness Restaurant, the New World Hotel has a 
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relatively small audience even though the music quality there is quite high. 
 The Happiness Restaurant is a well known restaurant that has a loyal audience 
largely composed of elderly. Newspapers always introduce it as the “authentic” place 
for chàhjoh. As such, it does not spend resources on advertisements. But the City 
Grand Hotel is totally different. It only started in early 2010 when the music group 
got kicked out from the Happiness Restaurant. But now, it has a bigger audience than 
any other traditional tea house. According to my observation, the music director at 
the chàhjoh performance in the City Grand Hotel distributed vouchers to some guests 
so that they could enjoy free dimsum from time to time in the hotel. This tactic gives 
the audience an impression that the restaurant is friendly. Furthermore, the singers 
have an extraordinarily close relationship with the music director of the City Grand 
Hotel: a singer in her thirties. Owing to a shared gender and generation with other 
singers, the music director and singers talk and gossip a lot. There is almost no 
barrier and they exchange information freely with each other. Apart from gossiping, 
they also exchange secrets with the music director about the recent strategies of other 
hotels or restaurants, the number of audience members in other places, and important 
guests they have. In addition, singers are encouraged to bring and persuade audience 
members from other tea houses to join the chàhjoh at the City Grand Hotel instead. 
The singers get bonuses for each new customer they bring to the hotel. Many 
audience members who had attended other restaurants have been brought to the City 
Grand Hotel. As a result, the size of the audience has grown rapidly even though the 
restaurant has only been open for one year. In sum, this part has introduced the 
rivalries within the Cantonese Opera Music Street and the relationship underlying 
different chàhjoh places. The singers help exchange information by hinting how 
chàhjoh places can attract more patrons, thus, increase the revenues of City Grand 
Hotel’s troupe. 
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Relationship between Musicians, Singers, and the Audience 
The Cantonese Opera music troupes that play in restaurants and hotels appear to 
be individual groups making their own livings, but the tensions between them 
illustrate that the groups are actually highly related. Some groups sent “spies” to 
other hotels to approach audience members and persuade them to switch locations. 
The singers play an important role for all these activities because they are the ones 
who sing at multiple venues. What about the roles of the musicians? On the surface, 
they seem to be quiet, to have no interaction with the audience, and to have no 
contact with the singers. Musicians and singers appear to be two separate groups, but 
there are actually interactions between them. This part investigates the relationship 
between the singers, musicians, and the audience.  
Before looking at this relationship, it is essential to understand how musicians 
and singers earn money at the tea houses. There are some cultural rules that audience 
members need to follow. First, the audience has to spend a minimum cover charge at 
the restaurant to cover the costs of the show and food, but they might need to pay 
more if they order more food. For instance, the cover charge is 15 CNY in the 
Happiness Restaurant, 12 CNY in the New World Hotel, and 10 CNY at the City 
Grand Hotel. Even if an audience member is not hungry and does not eat anything, 
he still has to pay that price. The music ensemble earns some profit from this cover 
charge. The more audience members are present, the more money the musicians can 
earn. At the same time, audience members constantly go up to the stage to give 
singers money directly while they perform. For audience members, this is a way to 
show their appreciation. The amount of money that one pays conveys the giver’s 
social status.  
On the one hand, the singers and musicians rely on this amount given by the 
audience this way, because it is their major form of income. On the other hand, it 
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gives social status to those who hand out money, which can impress others. The 
singers and musicians split the money given by audience members and each party 
gets a share. In the New World Hotel, they split this share 50-50. For example, if a 
singer gets 200 CNY for the song that she sings, she gets 100 CNY and the rest is 
shared by all the musicians in the ensemble. In the City Grand Hotel, the singers get 
60 per cent of the amount of money that are given. And if a singer successfully 
introduces a new audience member, they get a bigger share, as a bonus. This system 
encourages singers to persuade audience members from other hotels or restaurants to 
come to the City Grand Hotel. Once, I accompanied an informant to all the different 
restaurants that she performed at. She got only 100 CNY in the New World Hotel but 
earned 340 CNY in the City Grand Hotel, because she introduced three new audience 
members to them that day. 
VIP guests from high society or Hong Kong visit tea houses around once a 
month and give money directly to music ensembles in exchange for asking the 
ensemble to play specific songs. During my fieldwork, I played music every day with 
the music ensemble and once, a man gave money to every single musician in the 
ensemble. He came to me and gave me 10 CNY. At first, I hesitated and did not 
know if it was proper for me to accept it, but the music director told me immediately 
that I should take it. Very seldom are musicians given money directly from audience 
members. Usually, the money for the whole ensemble is laid on the music stand of 
the tàuhga or the music director; it is rarely put directly in the hands of individual 
musicians. When money is given directly to the music ensemble, it is not shared with 
the singers. This method of splitting income displays the tension between the singers 
and the musicians. Although musicians and singers work together, singers do not 
always want to share their income. I have witnessed singers receiving a lot of money 
being unwilling to share their profits 50-50 with members of the music ensemble. 
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The relationship between musicians and singers is limited to the work context area as 
they seldom spend time with each other outside work. Musicians hang out with their 
own circle of friends whilst singers spend time with their own friends. 
In a performance, there are three main groups: singers, musicians, and audience. 
The audience plays a significant role in the professional music world because they 
give out the money. Singers spend a lot of time and effort pleasing the audience. 
Before and after their singing performances, singers sit at audience members’ tables 
to chat and pour tea for them. They try to create a personal relationship with the 
audience to ensure that they can get more money when they sing. After chàhjoh, 
audience might invite singers individually or in a group to have a drink or dinner. 
Singers endeavour to gain attention and establish good networks with audience 
members. From conversations with audience members, I discovered that some young 
and pretty female singers got invited to dinner every night because the majority of 
the audience members were older males. Going out with these young and pretty 
singer ladies gave these men “face” and made them feel popular. These singers who 
expose themselves and go out often with audience members usually get more tips 
when they sing as well. Some singers expressed that they had no choice and 
sometimes were scared of male audience members when being approached. My 
informant A told me that she never went out alone when invited and usually called 
other singers to accompany her. I attended a dinner with an audience member and 
four other singers and found it very awkward because the singers were chatting about 
their own topics and playing with their cell phones while the man felt very satisfied 
sitting there at a table with these young pretty women he had invited.  
Meanwhile, even though the singers work very hard to maximize their gain 
from the audience by spending lots of time and establishing close personal 
relationships with them, musicians rarely do so after work. C said that he just knew a 
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few of the audience members well because they had attended the chàhjoh for years 
and he had no idea about the rest of the audience. He can recognize their faces but 
had barely any conversations with them. That explains why singers are sometimes 
not willing to share the money they earn with musicians; they have closer 
relationships with audience members than musicians do. By decoding the 
relationship between the singers, the musicians, and the audience, we gain a 
complete picture of reasons for the tensions within the professional music 
community. 
 
The Professional Music Community as a Whole 
The professional music community is the fastest growing one among the three 
different sub-communities. The amateur community has always been big whereas the 
national one limits newcomers because there are just a fixed number of national 
troupes that are administered by the state which will be discussed in Chapter Five. In 
recent years, so many newcomers have joined Cantonese Opera music making after 
graduating from school that there are not enough jobs for all fresh graduates 
especially in Guangzhou. My young informants told me how lucky they felt to be 
able to remain in the music field after graduation and to work in Guangzhou. A lot of 
their classmates in music schools or conservatories were forced to give up music and 
enter other careers. Some were also not lucky enough to find vacancies in 
Guangzhou and had to go back to play music in their hometowns, or move to 
Shenzhen, another Cantonese Opera hotspot.  
Along with the rapid development and expansion of the music community, more 
people have joined the Cantonese Opera music industry as professional musicians. 
Regardless their age, homeland, and musical training, they came together to play 
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music. Despite huge differences in their backgrounds, I observed that there was not 
much competition among musicians, but instead, harmony. 
 
The Rural-City Melting Pot 
 Urbanization in China has taken place rapidly. Urbanization describes the rapid 
growth of a city or when people leave their home villages and move to an urban area 
(Birch 2011). This phenomenon has taken place in many major cities in China, such 
as Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou (Ding 2012). Many 
studies have been conducted to investigate the impact of urbanization on new 
migrants and on local society. Anthropologists no longer focus their studies on 
traditional culture and society in rural areas; urban anthropology has also become a 
trend and concentration of research. Past academics researched the urbanization in 
Southern China and around the Pearl River Delta. Zhou’s study investigates the 
problems brought by a mass flow of rural-city population movement and the cultural 
adaptation in urbanizing (Zhou 1993). Zhou analyses migrant workers in Guangzhou 
from rural areas. He points out that these migrant workers faced and created certain 
social problems in Guangzhou and might not be able to integrate into big city life 
(Guldin 1997:227).  
 Like the migrant workers scene, the music industry faces an influx in the 
number of rural musicians into the Cantonese Opera music field in Guangzhou. This 
phenomenon is not observed at the amateur level because amateur musicians are not 
making music for a living. Yet, in the professional music circle, it is not difficult to 
find musicians who come from cities, towns or villages outside Guangzhou, 
especially among young musicians. At both New World and City Grand Hotels, none 
of the young musicians came from Guangzhou; instead all of them were from 
Zhanjiang. After staying in Guangzhou for over five years, most of them had 
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mastered Cantonese and only had small accents indicating their non-Guangzhou 
origins. After the performance, they chatted with each other in their own dialect 
when they gathered around, even when the old musicians from Guangzhou were 
around. One might think this reflects rivalries and stratification between the groups 
from the city and from the rural area. Some might also assume that rural musicians 
might find it hard to integrate with the local music community. However, unlike 
Zhou’s study on the migrant workers which showed the stratification between the 
Guangzhouers and non-Guangzhouers (Zhou 1993), these migrant musicians merged 
very naturally with the original group and there is not much tension between the two 
groups. The young migrant musicians enjoy city life whilst the old musicians are 
happy about the presence of young musicians in the industry.  
 My informant, C, an experienced musician who grew up in Guangzhou, told me 
that he is content with many musicians coming from rural areas and thinks that it is 
totally normal for them to come to work in Guangzhou. V agreed with C, and 
believes that it is a good sign that rural graduates come to Guangzhou to make a 
living from Cantonese Opera because they have a passion for this kind of music. 
Before this phenomenon, he saw no future in the Cantonese Opera development. 
“Young people in Guangzhou city would rather go to karaoke to sing pop songs than 
play this kind of music here. City kids do not know how to appreciate this kind of 
music.” He added that in rural areas of Guangdong like Zhanjiang, the tradition is 
still alive. For kids in villages, one of the biggest events of the year is when 
Cantonese Opera troupes visit and play. These events help to explain why many 
young musicians from these regions were interested in Cantonese Opera, began to 
play the music, and ultimately hope to move to Guangzhou. Moreover, both C and V 
were very impressed by the level and passion of young musicians. They welcomed 
new rural young musicians and gave them advice on music playing, as they hoped 
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the younger generation could help Cantonese Opera music continue to survive. 
As for the young musicians, they were also satisfied with their jobs in the city. 
F, a young musician from Zhanjiang, told me that he was very happy to play in the 
New World Hotel music ensemble because he could learn a lot from the older 
musicians, and especially from the tàuhga. F said, “The tàuhga is teaching me so 
much that I see him as a brother or even a father!” He not only learned a lot about 
musical techniques but also about life in general from senior musicians because they 
were very knowledgeable. Young and old musicians share a close relationship. When 
F first arrived in Guangzhou, he was a child attending a Cantonese Opera school. He 
was very scared. However, now he feels very comfortable working and living in the 
city. His family in Zhanjiang even held a banquet to congratulate him for getting a 
job in Guangzhou. Z is also pleased about her path to becoming a professional 
musician in Guangzhou. Sometimes she misses her home and takes five days off to 
travel back to her home village to rest. “But I cannot stay there for longer than five 
days. I just do not feel like I belong there anymore. Guangzhou is my life!” she said. 
Through conversations with young musicians from rural areas outside Guangzhou, it 
is understood that they have emerged to the life in Guangzhou very well and that 
both city and rural musicians work and get along harmoniously in the professional 
music community. The platform of music playing at the restaurants or hotels serves 
as a melting pot for these two groups of people and forms strong ties in society 
despite the different backgrounds and origins of musicians. 
 
The Changing Market Demand 
 For years, the biggest challenge that the professional music community has 
faced is the struggle with the market and how to keep up with the needs of the 
audience. Playing music is the main way how professional musicians make a living. 
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Whether the audience enjoys their music has a huge impact on their earnings. 
Therefore, musicians have to be aware of the market trend and have to be flexible 
with the types and style of music they make. J told me that when he was first 
recruited to the professional music community in the 1980s after the Cultural 
Revolution, Cantonese Opera music was not popular. There were barely any chàhjoh, 
so, he could not earn a living by playing the yangqin in Cantonese Opera troupes. As 
a result, he played live music at night clubs, because there was a high demand for 
pop music from Hong Kong at that time. Originally a yangqin player, he had to learn 
how to play the keyboard to meet these changing market demands. It was not until 
the early 1990s when Cantonese Opera music became prevalent again that there were 
more chàhjoh places. This shows that the market demand has a huge impact on the 
lives of musicians and on the music that they play. 
 The development of Cantonese Opera music has had its ups and downs. The 
1990s was the period during which it was most popular. Now, Cantonese Opera is 
only popular among gray and white haired elderly. C felt saddened by this change in 
the audience, “Some of them are really old. Coming to the restaurant to listen to our 
music has become the only aim in their lives.” That fully illustrates the aging 
situation of the audience. He gave the example of one old woman who used to go to 
listen to performances as part of her daily routine and who said that if she would not 
show up at the restaurant, she probably would have died. C said that when this 
woman did not appear one day, he knew that she had passed away. “These elderly 
among the audience, a lot of them leave and never come back again.” The aging 
listening population is the biggest problem that the professional music community 
faces. Since young people in Guangzhou do not enjoy listening to Cantonese Opera 
music anymore, and because audience members are getting older, the Cantonese 
Opera market demand is diminishing. 
 75 
 C, as the music director of the chàhjoh performance in the New World Hotel 
told me that he tried his best to make good performances based on “sound, outlook, 
and art” (聲色藝). When he hires singers and musicians, he tends to pick the ones 
with young and good appearances. He said the audience demands to see young and 
energetic faces because that is what is lacking in their lives. Therefore, he picks 
singers with nice voices and pretty faces in their twenties and turns down the older 
ones. Art, which refers to skills and personal style, plays the least important role in 
the list of hiring criteria because being artistic does not necessarily translate into the 
troupe earning more income. He said there is no way for the troupe to control the 
market desire, but troupe members should follow the market trends. C remembered 
that ten years ago was the best time for chàhjoh when he could earn up to 200 CNY 
per day as a musician, but now he can only get an average of 50 CNY per day. They 
had chàhjoh performances on the thirteenth floor of the hotel back then, which was 
two times bigger than the floor that they play on now. They had a packed house 
every afternoon, but now, the sittings in the tables are very spacious. These changes 
show the decreasing market demand. 
 The young musicians reckon that the problem of aging audience is worsening. 
They feel anxious about their futures. Y almost burst into tears during an interview, 
when asked about her plans for the coming five years, because she is not sure how 
many audience members will remain by then. “Playing the yangqin is the only thing I 
can do. I have never received other kinds of education.” She felt like she was trapped 
in making Cantonese Opera music as a professional musician and could not find a 
way out. F felt the same way. He expressed that he was willing to try other career but 
he did not want to give up music completely as well as did not have enough capital to 
start up something. They told me that they still hoped chàhjoh would become more 
popular again as they had visits of special guests once or twice per month. These 
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special guests tipped a lot. They were usually rich people between the ages of forty 
and sixty from Guangzhou or Hong Kong. For example, once a doctor from Hong 
Kong brought his wife and daughter along, and another time, a table of businessmen 
came in. When these guests come, it is usually such a big deal that singers 
accompany these people to and from performances to get tips. Even musicians might 
ask other musicians to substitute for them, so that they sneak up to the table with rich 
people to socialize with them. Musicians help each other establish networks with 
important people to maintain a stable market by networking with customers, ensuring 
that they come back to the restaurant again bringing more friends. Therefore, when 
facing market challenges, even though the young ones might feel insecure, they still 
feel like they belong to the professional community and professional musicians tend 
to stick together as a community to try to resolve the hardship. 
 
Summary: What is the shared dream? 
 Chàhjoh could be found everywhere in Guangzhou twenty years ago and used 
to be very popular among Guangzhouers. Now, chàhjoh venues mainly concentrate 
on “the Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard” only. To Cantonese Opera professional 
musicians, playing music was their way to make a living. But now, facing an aging 
audience and a decreasing popularity of Cantonese Opera in Guangzhou, music 
making becomes a vanishing option, or rather an ideal dream for them.  
I could see the changing attitude of musicians even in a year’s time before and 
after my fieldwork. C told me honestly, “If one just relies on the money earned from 
playing in chàhjoh, one cannot survive!” Musicians started to seek other ways to 
earn their livelihood. When I entered my fieldsite again in January 2012, I realized 
many young musicians or singers under their thirties were not devoting that much 
 77 
time and effort into music making anymore, but have part time jobs. F, for example, 
was spending six hours in a bakery everyday to learn how to bake Chinese pastries. 
He wishes to own a bakery one day. Others have founded their own companies that 
sell health products, clothing, and electronic products. They said that they still prefer 
their careers as a musician more than these professions, so, they will not quit and will 
keep performing in restaurants and hotels in the afternoon, but they do not rely on it 
anymore. Consequently, playing Cantonese Opera music has changed from a 
taken-for-granted job to a shared dream. 
 To conclude, professional musicians face a lot of challenges, such as the highly 
competitive chàhjoh environment, and an aging and diminishing audience, which has 
led to the commodification of Cantonese Opera music. Professional musicians’ way 
of life relies highly on how much the audience pays them every day and is highly 
unstable. The decreasing market demand for chàhjoh style Cantonese Opera and the 
lack of government support result in the fading of traditional art performances and 
even traditional professions, such as these professional musicians who used to gain 
their livings by music making. Playing Cantonese Opera music, to professional 
musicians, is no longer a promising career, but a dream they long for. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  
THE NATIONAL EXPERTS -THE HERITAGE PRESERVERS 
General Description 
 According to my interviews in 2009, less than 30 percent of amateurs and 
professional musicians in Guangzhou knew that Cantonese Opera had become 
heritage. None of them were sure about the exact year of the heritage listing. 
Contrastingly, all national musicians playing in the national troupes knew about the 
subscription of Cantonese Opera as UNESCO intangible cultural heritage. They were 
well-informed and consented before the nomination and have actively taken part in 
the promotion and development of Cantonese Opera since 2009. National troupes 
have to launch educational programs in primary and secondary schools, organize 
Cantonese Opera shows during city celebrations, and travel around China for 
Cantonese Opera performances. Compared to the other two sub-communities, 
Cantonese Opera as intangible cultural heritage poses a stronger impact on the 
national musicians because they face a direct impact from the policies made by the 
state. National musicians feel both happy and sad about the heritage listing. In the 
beginning, they were glad that the nation put more resources and attention on the 
development of Cantonese Opera. Many new opportunities were created, such as 
newly renovated theatres to play in and more tour opportunities. As time went by, 
musicians realized the decisions about Cantonese Opera development were in the 
hands of the state officials. A national musician told me that he preferred when 
Cantonese Opera was a regional art form rather than a national one. Since 2009, the 
government has steadily gained more power over the management of Cantonese 
Opera, which it views as representative of greater China. 
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The first national Cantonese Opera troupe was founded by the Chinese 
government in the late 1950s (Lai 1988). There are now four national troupes in 
Guangzhou under the administration of the government: the Guangdong Provincial 
Cantonese Opera Troupe (廣東粵劇圑), the Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera 
Troupe (廣州市粵劇圑), the Red Bean Cantonese Opera Troupe (紅豆粵劇圑), and 
the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe (廣東音樂曲藝圑). Musicians at the 
national level are the most skilful musicians in the Cantonese Opera hierarchy. 
Hence, they are regarded as experts. However, these musicians not only face local 
government control like amateurs, but also encounter direct confrontation with the 
power of the state. Musicians underwent a lot of changes due to the 
institutionalization of Cantonese Opera and national musicians are the group that 
benefits or suffers directly from these political decisions. This chapter reveals the 
tension within the community of the state-recognized national musicians caused by 
the state’s policies. 
 
The State’s Theatres 
 When I embarked on my fieldwork, I tried to approach the Nanfang Theatre, 
which is a national theatre. But the theatre was closed. The senior residents in the 
neighbourhood residential community told me about the changes of the theatre. 
Before 2009, the Nanfang Theatre was very busy. They heard music coming from the 
theatre every evening. Moreover, they always attended concerts there because tickets 
were either cheap or free gifts from the residential community, district government or 
other organizations. However, they complained that they have not entered the theatre 
since it had been renovated because tickets cost too much. The theatre also stopped 
hosting performances every evening. 
 What were the causes of these changes? Before looking at the reasons, we 
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should understand the history of the theatre. The Nanfang Theatre was built in 1937 
(Deng 2006) and is situated close to the busiest street in Guangzhou. Before 2009, 
the Nanfang Theatre was managed by the Guangzhou Performance Company which 
allowed interested parties to rent the venue and was otherwise open to the public. 
Renting the theatre cost a few hundred CNY per evening. In 2009, the government 
declared the Nanfang Theatre as the performance base for the Guangzhou City 
Cantonese Opera Troupe. Since then, the Nanfang Theatre has been managed by the 
troupe. In July 2009, the Nanfang Theatre renovated the backstage, stage, audience 
seats and building to suit the government’s policy of showcasing Cantonese Opera as 
heritage to tourists and to beautify the city for the Asian Games which were held in 
2010. The Nanfang Theatre transformed from a public performing venue to a no 
longer shared “Touristic Theatre” and “Educational Station” (Xu 2010b).  
In addition to updating the theatres in which Cantonese Opera was performed, 
the content of Cantonese Opera was also transformed. The new Nanfang Theatre 
enacted only one Cantonese Opera entitled “Dazzling colours of Canton” (廣府華彩) 
(Deng 2010). Unlike an ordinary program of Cantonese Opera performance which 
plays one full story, “Dazzling colours of Canton” consists of 13 excerpts of diverse 
Cantonese Opera pieces, including traditional, contemporary, local, and foreign 
pieces. This performance was specially choreographed to promote Cantonese Opera 
as intangible heritage to tourists and it has been played since July 2009 every week 
from Friday to Sunday, performed by the same group of artists from the Guangzhou 
City Cantonese Opera Troupe. Furthermore, a lot of kungfu and acrobatic elements 
were choreographed in this production, including some dangerous fighting scenes to 
increase the excitement of the opera experience. Additionally, ticket prices increased 
from 20 CNY to 60-280 CNY for a show (Xu 2010b). 
 When one enters the Nanfang Theatre concert hall, one immediately notices the 
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comfortable seats for the audience. During the renovation, the theatre reduced seating 
capacity from 780 seats to 630 seats so that people could enjoy a more spacious 
experience (Xu 2010c). The background design of the stage displays an image of a 
heritage site in Guangzhou: the Chen Ancestral Hall, which symbolizes Guangzhou 
tradition. A staff told me that this setting was irremovable. There is also a staircase 
on the stage that leads to a balcony in the middle of the stage. The balcony was built 
for the music ensemble. Usually music ensembles are hidden behind the curtain in 
Cantonese Opera performances, but for this tourist production, the music ensemble is 
displayed in the middle of the stage which is described by some Cantonese Opera 
troupe members as a momentous breakthrough in the development of Cantonese 
Opera. 
 Ironically, despite the effort and resources poured into this tourist production 
and that it was performed by the best Cantonese Opera troupe in Guangzhou, the 
shows’ attendance remained low. There were few full houses and only 16 per cent of 
the performances’ tickets had been sold the first month after the Nanfang Theatre 
reopened (Xu 2010e). Each evening show cost over 40,000 CNY which paid for 
electricity, artists’ salaries, and materials for the show (Xu 2010d). The Nanfang 
Theatre became an economic burden for the government. In a last ditch effort to raise 
funds, the Nanfang Theatre opened for rent again on weekdays, however, the rent for 
one evening was 3000 CNY. Compared to the salary of working class Guangzhou 
people (approximately 2000 CNY per month), the rent was too high. Moreover, as 
the stage setting was permanently fixed, the flexibility with which the theatre could 
be used was very low. Therefore, the Nanfang Theatre remained unused except for by 
national Cantonese Opera troupes. 
 The example of the Nanfang Theatre only illustrates one of the changes for the 
national communities. Apart from the Nanfang Theatre, three other national 
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Cantonese Opera theatres faced similar problems after 2009. In mid July 2011, 
through connections of some informants in the professional circle, I was introduced 
to two national Cantonese Opera troupes in Guangzhou with whom I conducted 
in-depth participant observation.  
 
Primary Informants 
 The size of the national music community has remained more or less constant 
since it was established in the late 1950s when it was standardized by the nation, as 
the government controls the number of musicians hired by troupes every year. Most 
Cantonese Opera troupes have at most fifteen musicians in their music ensemble. 
When the government or the troupe is out of money, they reduce the size of the 
ensemble by persuading older musicians to retire ahead of schedule. Two musicians 
from a national Cantonese Opera troupe that I studied had to “retire” in advance: a 
female pipa player was asked to retire in her 40s and a male saxophone player in his 
50s. The national music community in Guangzhou contains more than eighty people 
combining all four national Cantonese Opera troupes.   
 As shown in Figure 5.1, my informants at the national level generally have 
attained a high level of education. The younger they are, the more educated they are 
likely to be. All bachelor degree holders graduated from the Xinghai Conservatory of 
Music in Guangzhou. Additionally, an increasing number of young musicians are 
female. Musicians play more specific music instruments. The exceptions who can 
play more than one instrument are known as sūkfú (叔父) for males and chòihnéui 
(才女) for females in Cantonese. 
 Exchanging musicians within the community is also common. For example, 
when the Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe prepared for a huge production 
and did not have enough musicians, they “borrowed” musicians from other national 
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troupes in Guangzhou. This way, musicians know each other within the community. 
It was also because of this practise that I got to visit different national troupes. I 
concentrated on getting to know musicians from the Guangzhou City Cantonese 
Opera Troupe and the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe for my research.  
 
The Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe 
 The Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe was divided into two troupes in 
2009: the Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe and the Red Bean Cantonese 
Opera Troupe (Xu 2010a). The former one was established in the 1960s and the latter 
one in 1990. Both of the troupes are stationed together where they practise and store 
props, instruments, costumes, and sets. Moreover, people who work for the troupes 
get housing from the government around their base. The Guangzhou City Cantonese 
Opera Troupe frequently performs at the Nanfang Theatre since 2009 and also 
performs in other public venues upon requests from the state.  
The Red Bean Cantonese Opera Troupe performs in the Jiangnan Theatre at 
least three times per week. Like the Nanfang Theatre, the Jiangnan Theatre was 
 
Fig 5.1 Table of national informants 
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renovated in 2009 causing tickets to go up in price from 10 CNY to 40 CNY. Also, 
only the Red Bean Cantonese Opera Troupe was designated, so, other groups had 
difficulty renting the venue. The Red Bean Troupe offers a wide variety of Cantonese 
Opera pieces unlike the Nanfang Theatre which features only one production. During 
my visits, the troupe at Jiangnan Theatre enacted classical as well as contemporary 
opera pieces.  
 The troupes also have to travel to different villages in Guangdong to perform 
Cantonese Opera pieces in summer and during festivals. The government or the 
villagers pay around 3000 CNY to invite the troupe to villages to play for one 
evening. And this becomes one of the major sources of income for the troupes 
because they earn more from such village performances than they do at the theatres.  
Furthermore, musicians also have to follow the government’s guidelines and 
have to perform on different occasions in Guangzhou for promotional and 
educational purposes. When I interviewed the musicians, they told me that they had 
performed in almost all the Cantonese Opera venues in Guangzhou, including 
community centres, schools, and even parks in which amateurs play. Therefore, as 
national troupes, they have opportunities to play in different venues, but are obligated 
to play according to the requests of the government.  
 
The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe 
 The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe performs and carries out its rehearsal 
at the Caihong Theatre, where its office, practise rooms and storage rooms are 
located. The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe mainly performs the genre of 
yuequ. The troupe is required to perform during the weekends in the theatre’s concert 
hall. As the troupe is relatively big, it is split into two groups and performers rotate 
each week. In another words, a musician or singer can only perform every other 
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week. 
 During my fieldwork, I attended a few concerts in the Caihong Theatre. As a 
newly furnished and renovated theatre, the concert hall was unique. There were two 
types of seats for the audience, apart from 200 ordinary seats for the audience at the 
back of the concert hall. The first half of the audience area included Chinese style 
square wooden tables and chairs. Musicians told me that the design of the first half of 
the audience area imitates a traditional Peking Opera scene where people enjoy tea 
and music at the same time in a high class environment. In order to provide tourists 
with a “Chinese experience”, such a setting was applied to Cantonese Opera theatres. 
 Shows start at eight o’clock in the evening. Musicians proceed slowly to the 
stage in uniforms; the percussionists entered on the left hand side of the stage and the 
melodic section on the right hand side. Musicians are not hidden but are placed on 
the stage. Then, a speaker came out to introduce the concert programme to the 
audience, and, to introduce the singers and tell the story about the upcoming song. 
The concert programme was highly structured and well organized. The audience was 
also very quiet when the music started. There was a basket at the edge of the stage in 
front of the singer, for audience members to put money inside if they appreciated the 
music. After each song, an usher clears the basket and gives the money to the singers 
backstage as their bonuses. The concert was an incongruous mixture of formality and 
informality: drinking tea, walking around, and giving out money.  
  
Categorizing Musicians 
 In the national Cantonese Opera troupes, everyone has a specific role and is not 
allowed to shift. For example, a saxophone player can only play the saxophone in the 
troupe. The tàuhga is always the tàuhga. Even multi-talented musicians have to 
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focus on a single music instrument. National musicians are limited to play only one 
instrument in the troupe; however, it is not the only limitation that they face. They 
are also restricted to play a certain genre of Cantonese Opera music, which created 
tensions between groups of musicians. Moreover, they encounter also 
institutionalized constraints that classify them into different classes which result in 
borders and tensions within the national music community. The government 
implemented ranking policies that had unintended effects on the music community. 
Thus, a hierarchy of musicians has been created.  
 
The Yueju and Yuequ Distinction 
 The distinction between yueju (粵劇) and yuequ (粵曲) performances was 
illustrated briefly in Chapter Two. Even though the two genres of music have 
different performance styles, they share the same pool of musicians in the amateur 
and professional sub-communities. As yueju and yuequ music are similar, musicians 
generally play both. Also, amateur and professional musicians are free to choose 
what they want to play and can switch when they want. However, national musicians 
are allocated to either a yueju or yuequ troupe. The national troupes are specialized in 
either yueju or yuequ music and musicians get further trainings for the genre of 
music after they enter the troupe. Musicians are bonded to their troupe and the genre 
of music the troupe plays. Hence, musicians develop a corresponding identity, 
depending on the type of music they play.  
 The constructed identity results in a clear distinction between yueju and yuequ 
players. Performers become very proud of their music. One informant shared her 
feelings about being a yueju musician that, “Yueju is very exciting because we can 
enjoy the story. I even cried a few times when we were accompanying touching 
stories.” They like the coherence and storyline of their music genre, unlike yuequ 
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which is short and lacks coherence. One the other hand, yuequ musicians told me 
their pro-yuequ reasons, “In yuequ performances, musicians are placed on the left 
and right side of the stage to surround the singer, unlike the yueju musicians who are 
hidden behind the curtain.” Yuequ musicians purported that they feel they have more 
room to show off their skills and be recognized by others. 
 Actually, these musicians had a similar educational background. After they 
gained entry into the national troupes, they felt different from “the others” who play 
the other type of music. Yueju players dislike yuequ player and the other way round. 
When commenting about the skill level of “the other”, an informant said that yueju 
musicians are more skilful than yuequ musicians in the way that they are more aware 
of the whole environment. For example when they see the actors walking on the 
stage and have not reached the spot they are supposed to be at, percussionists would 
simply play a longer introduction. Or when actors failed to complete certain kungfu 
moves during the performances, they also replay the music. Yueju musicians believe 
that they are more alert to the whole picture and have better interaction with the 
actors. On the other hand, yuequ musicians claimed that they are superior because 
they are required to have a higher level of musical skill. H asserted that yuequ 
musicians acquired a higher musical level because they have to play more delicately 
whilst yueju musicians execute music roughly since the audience focuses on the 
acting part and less on music. While they belong to the same national music 
community, they simultaneously boost their own skills but look down on “the others”. 
However, it can be explained by the competitions organized by the government 
between different troupes that are meant to prove which is better. Thus, tensions were 
built between the musicians, based on the troupe that they play for and the kind of 
music they play. 
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The National Ranking System 
 Apart from the system of separating yueju and yuequ, the national ranking 
system also intensifies the social border within the national sub-community. Once 
musicians join a national troupe, they automatically enroll to the national ranking 
system. According to the Cultural Ministry of China, musicians are assessed based 
on their skills, knowledge and their contribution to music, regardless of the 
musicians’ gender, age and type of instrument. There are five rankings in total. 
Performers of the highest rank are called first class national performers. Figure 5.2 
and 5.3 show two name cards of ranked national performers. In order to be a higher 
ranked performer, musicians need to be assessed based on their awards, publications, 
and musical achievements. 
  
Fig.5.2 Name card of a first class performer Fig. 5.3 Name card of a second class performer 
One of my informants, E, told me that this national ranking system has existed 
for a long time. It is a title given to musicians, and is equivalent to different positions 
in universities in China. Everyone enters the national music community as a fifth 
class player. They are usually not treated as a national musician by others because 
they are too new in the community. They are like undergraduate students in 
university. After one or two years, if musicians work hard and show improvement, 
they can apply to be a forth class national performer. Being a fourth class national 
performer is similar to being a postgraduate tutor; these performers are more skilful 
and are supposed to give tips to newcomers who are ranked more lowly. One can 
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attempt to gain a third class assessment after another three years which is like 
becoming a doctoral researcher. Third class national musicians are expected to have 
gained musical achievements and awards. To become a second class national 
performer takes another five years as it is equivalent to being an assistant professor at 
a university. Lastly, to become a first class national performer, one must prove his 
own contribution to the music community, which is equal to becoming a professor in 
a university. Apart from being a maestro, first class musicians are required to publish 
research findings related to music, or compose new pieces. There are at most two 
first class musicians in a troupe at any given time. As first class national performers 
are rare, these performers are not only well-respected by others, but are also shown 
off by their troupes. When important guests visit the troupe, such as the mayor of 
Guangzhou, the first class national musicians represent the troupe and meet with 
important guests. During my fieldwork, the Chinese Communist Party celebrated its 
ninetieth anniversary, and the troupes were asked to give a series of performances in 
the Nanfang Theatre over the course of a week. Every time a government official 
went backstage, the first class national performers were introduced and had to 
socialize with the guest even though he was normally also busy preparing for the 
concert. 
 Although the procedure of climbing the ranking ladder appears to be fair and 
clear, it is not the case. Many experienced senior musicians remain low ranked 
throughout their careers because experience and ability of the musicians are not the 
keys to promotion; instead, motivation and networks of musicians play more 
important roles in making musicians “stars”. Musicians have to go through 
assessments each time they apply to rank higher, including an award submission, a 
profile of participated concerts, and published articles. According to the informants, 
achieving a higher rank is harder than it appears. It involves both tangible and 
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intangible conditions. First, tangible conditions include thesis and articles written, the 
concerts held, and the awards gained. Publishing an article is especially essential for 
a musician to gain a higher rank. In order to become a second class national 
performer, one needs to publish two articles in musical journals in China to boost 
one’s academic fame. My informants researched on how to improve the quality of 
the musical instruments they play, the history of their particular instruments, and the 
new styles of Cantonese Opera performances. However, not all musicians take the 
thesis seriously. Many treat it as one requirement to access the next rank and simply 
plagiarize others’ published articles. A third class performer asked me to write a 
thesis for her to submit to the academic journal for her second class assessment 
during my fieldwork because she thought it would be something easy for me to do as 
a scholar. I told her I could not do it for her for ethical reasons but she insisted that it 
is very common for musicians to copy essays from others or to ask someone to do it 
for them. Second, intangible conditions refer to musicians’ personal networks which 
are affected by their popularity. Many musicians agree that one needs to maintain 
harmonious relations with other musicians to achieve a higher rank. Each application 
has three chief examiners whose identities are supposed to be highly confidential, but 
musicians make use of their social networks to find out their examiners’ identities in 
advance. Before being examined, they start building a good impression on the 
examiners by giving them gifts or inviting them to dinners. According to N, one 
needs to make use of such strategies to catch attention and become a first class 
performer. She said she does not like networking, so she had given up her dream of 
being a first class national performer even though she wants to become one. She 
thought that it took too much effort to secure such title.  
On the surface, musicians treat each other with respect and friendliness. 
However, I recognized the subtle formation of spheres of influence in troupes led by 
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various high ranking performers. The lower ranked, young and new musicians 
usually spot one of the higher ranked musicians and “followed” them. They have 
meals and play music together during their free time. An informant told me that he 
originally wanted to “follow” H because H was a first class national musician, but 
after trying half a year to become part of H’s network, he could not get along well 
with that group and chose to be “under the leadership” of another second class 
musician who is very knowledgeable and willing to share all that he knows with 
young musicians. Power struggles and rivalries between these groups formed. 
Leaders of the groups dislike and might even look down on each other. For instance, 
a first class player might be criticized by the other that he is not “qualified” to be one. 
Having a higher rank means a higher salary, more opportunities, a wider social 
network, and a higher reputation. However, there are hidden conflicts and injustice 
created in the national music community under this national ranking system.  
 
The Power of the State  
On top of the pressure from the provincial and city government, the national 
music community faces a huge demand from the state to reach its political 
expectations. Compare to the other two sub-communities, national musicians have to 
confront directly with the power of the state. They have to follow instructions of the 
state closely, no matter whether or not they make sense. For example, the 
government attempted to brand heritage as an attraction to catch the attention of 
people from other provinces and the world to gain regional and national reputation. 
Cantonese Opera has been manipulated as a means to represent Guangzhou and the 
nation, and the musicians have been used to polish the image of Guangzhou and 
China. 
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The addition of a conductor symbolizes the increasing control on musicians 
from the state. When I attended rehearsals and concerts for Cantonese Opera shows 
performed by national troupes, I realized there was a conductor for both yueju and 
yuequ troupes. Traditionally, Cantonese Opera emphasized the understanding 
between musicians, and a conductor was not necessary. The tàuhga and jéungbáan 
acted as the conductor. Yet now, a conductor is hired for troupes to replace the 
traditional function of the tàuhga and jéungbáan to direct the ensemble. The same 
applies to the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe, which hired a famous 
conductor from Northern China a few years ago. The following section discusses 
how the power of the state penetrates the national music community, affecting the 
lifestyle of national musicians in two ways: the institutionalization of folk art and the 
nationalization of a local art form. 
 
The Institutionalization of Folk Art 
 The state plays an important role in leading development policies and altering 
the context of cultural heritage in China. The role of heritage development in 
Guangzhou is good example. Lu (2010) demonstrates how an archaeological site in 
Guangzhou became an icon in the city and shows the role the government plays in 
manipulating heritage to promote economic development and glorify the city 
government. The development of heritage tourism is one way to use heritage to 
represent a city’s image. The management of the archaeological heritage site was 
institutionalized. For Cantonese Opera, it was the same. The Guangdong government 
executed laws to regulate the management of the art form. Unlike the archaeological 
site described by Lu, Cantonese Opera is a representation of intangible heritage, and 
as such, involves many direct interest groups and individuals including performers, 
musicians, and audience members. This part investigates the impact of the 
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institutionalization of Cantonese Opera on musicians from a bottom-up perspective. 
 The national musicians’ ranking system is one of government’s means to 
manage the quality and flow of musicians. The system is actually not unique to 
national Cantonese Opera troupes; there are similar systems for other art genres in 
China. However, the requirements for a Cantonese Opera musician to gain a higher 
ranking have altered rapidly in recent years to facilitate the government’s policies. 
For several musicians, some of the newly added requirements are unnecessary and 
unacceptable. One such requirement involves language. Musicians have to learn 
English and pass an English language examination organized by the government to 
go on with their careers. Many of my informants complained that they were already 
over fifty and that they did not receive much education aside from music playing. 
“We are just musicians and we do not need to talk to the world. Why should we take 
the effort to pass these foreign language assessments?” The intension of the 
government is to motivate musicians to increase their well-roundedness. Another 
change that musicians are upset about, is the information technology requirement. 
There is no compulsory formal computer test yet. However, musicians must access 
an online system to propose their desire to go for higher ranking. They have to hand 
in all the documents electronically as well. “In the past, it only took a few hours to 
finish the application because we only had to hand in one form. Now, it takes weeks 
for me to finish the process!” said a frustrated forty year old musician. I helped her 
with her application to declare herself as a second class national musician, and I 
understood her difficulties: she had to type her whole thesis in Chinese using the 
on-line system, which was complicated with a time limit. Many musicians felt upset 
by these technical requirements. Despite the complaints by musicians about the 
changing requirements, their demands have so far been ignored and they have had to 
continue to follow the policies made by the state. 
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The government withdrew its support of Cantonese Opera development and 
intensified its manipulation to the national community when it passed a law in 2009. 
In 2009, the Guangzhou government enacted a law that stated that all national 
troupes would be requested to register as limited companies (Yu 2010) so that the 
government would no longer be required to give financial and other kinds of support 
to these troupes. The full names of the national troupes are now Guangzhou City 
Cantonese Opera Troupe Limited and the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe 
Limited. The Guangzhou government promised to subsidize the troupes for five 
years, until 2014, but afterwards, the troupes are supposed to be financially 
independent. According to my informants, working at the management level of the 
troupes, the government is already gradually withdrawing its financial support. 
Young musicians generally express anxiety towards this significant change because 
they are not sure what the future holds. At the same time, they are pessimistic about 
troupes being able to become independent from government’s support in five years 
time. The executive level of the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe told me that 
they still cannot find a long term solution for financing the troupe. So far, the only 
strategy is popularizing Cantonese Opera which is unsustainable. Even though the 
troupes will not be supported by the state, they will still have to develop according to 
the state’s plan. The corporatization of troupes benefits the state in maintaining its 
power, as well as pushing the troupes to become more commercialized, which in turn, 
suits the government’s economic policies to commodify the cultural heritage. 
 
The Nationalization of a Local Art Form 
 When the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe toured around Europe in 2009, 
they gave concerts to full houses. Musicians recalled unforgettable memories from 
performing at the Musikverein (the Golden Hall) in Vienna to an excited audience. 
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Being listed as UNESCO intangible heritage in 2009, Cantonese Opera has grown 
from being just a local tradition to one of international fames. Cantonese Opera 
troupes were sent to different parts of China to show the glory of Guangzhou, and 
also to other countries abroad to represent China. During this process, the 
performances of Cantonese Opera were standardized and nationalized. Instead of 
representing Guangdong, Cantonese Opera has begun to construct a sense of 
“Chineseness”. 
 Different troupes adapted different strategies to present themselves to the world 
as a representation of China. One common method is to “exoticize” the “Chinese” 
features of their performances. Lots of Chinese elements such as kungfu have been 
added to the performance, and greater focus has been placed on appearance and 
costumes. Instead of playing a whole Cantonese Opera piece, troupes play excerpts 
of the most famous parts of Chinese classics, such as the legend of the Monkey King 
and the White Snake. The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe designed a special 
gold-coloured uniform for its musicians on their European tour performances, 
because the colour symbolizes royalty and luck in Chinese culture. Another common 
attempt is to combine Cantonese Opera with other types of Chinese operas. In order 
to represent the nation, these troupes adapt other local Chinese operas’ elements. The 
actors in the Guangzhou City Cantonese Opera Troupe were sent to the Chinese 
Opera School in Beijing to learn how to sing Peking Opera and then apply the 
technique to Cantonese Opera. After such studies in Beijing, actors usually gain a 
higher reputation, respect, and praise from other members of the troupe. The 
conductor of the Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe told me that his dream was to 
mix the characteristics of different Chinese operas into Cantonese Opera. As the 
conductor and music director, he has rearranged orchestration, re-choreographed 
Cantonese Opera music, and mixed Peking Opera and kunqu features into his music. 
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He longed for the day when all local opera art in China will unite as one. Another 
strategy is to add modern and Western elements to performances. For instance, in a 
Cantonese Opera show, new stage effects were applied to give a fresh and modern 
feeling to “traditional” shows. The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe even 
rearranged a waltz by Richard Strauss for their official programme. By combining 
“Chinese” characteristics and Western elements, the Cantonese Opera performances 
show the “traditional” side of China as well as fit China’s political propaganda that it 
is a culturally open and fast developing country. 
 The nationalization of local art is not only portrayed through the changing 
performances, but also reflected through human resources at two levels. More 
non-Cantonese speakers have been employed in the production and management of 
Cantonese Opera shows. First, at the administrative level, the Guangzhou 
government has hired music directors and troupe managers from other provinces to 
administer the development of the national troupes. The executives often come from 
political or business backgrounds and know nothing about music. One director of a 
national troupe fell asleep during rehearsals and never commented on the troupe’s 
music. Musicians guess that he was hired only to maintain the economic growth of 
the troupe. Second, musicians think that Cantonese characteristics are fading 
increasingly with the sinicization and Westernization of the art form. The 
government employed not only non-art people at the executive level of the troupe, 
but also invited non-Cantonese speaking people to reform the art form. The 
Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe hired their current conductor from Northern 
China a few years ago despite disagreement from most of the musicians. He studied 
Western music conducting and firmly believes that Cantonese music can be 
promoted to the international stage if it undergoes certain changes like the 
rearrangement of pieces and highlighting of “Chinese” characteristics. He rewrote 
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many Cantonese Opera songs by adding chord progressions and Western music 
techniques into yuequ and using different orchestration for the music group. On tour, 
it was clear that these pieces were very well-liked in Europe as it sounded exotic but 
familiar at the same time to the audience. However, to the musicians, it was no 
longer Cantonese music. The Cantonese Opera troupe faced a similar situation when 
new choreographers and composers from Northern China, who could not speak 
Cantonese, were invited to write a new Cantonese Opera repertoire. The whole 
composition of the piece did not involve Cantonese people. Musicians hence think 
that the music being made at the national level is getting increasingly standardized 
and nationalized.  
 
Summary: The Heritage Preservers 
 Compared to other sub-communities, the national music community faces the 
most dramatic changes after the declaration of Cantonese Opera as intangible 
heritage. It has to play new Cantonese Opera productions and is tasked with 
preserving heritage. Being portrayed as the highest level of the music community by 
the state and being regarded as Cantonese Opera music experts generally by the 
music community, national musicians have to be assessed through ranking systems 
and upgrade themselves constantly by learning other skills aside from music, in order 
to keep up with the title of being a national expert. Furthermore, so as to supplement 
the government’s development plans, national musicians witness the 
commercialization and centralization of Cantonese Opera development. Musicians 
disliked the changes which make their art form “less artistic” and “less Cantonese”. 
They tried to reflect their conflicting views about the development to the government 
or higher level of the troupes, however, most of their demand and suggestions were 
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turned down. 
 Musicians cannot do much to change reality. Since they receive their monthly 
salary from the government, all they can do is to support the government on 
promoting and preserving Cantonese Opera as heritage, even if they have to suffer 
problems such as being under more control and enjoying less freedom to play the 
kind of music that they prefer. Apart from playing in theatres they have been 
assigned to, they also have to give free public shows in large squares in Guangzhou 
during big festivals. Moreover, workshops were launched in schools with the intent 
to educate school kids about the art form to fulfil a UNESCO requirement. The 
musicians are required to take part in different functions in the city to popularize 
Cantonese Opera as heritage. Additionally, they are also sent all over China or even 
the world to perform to promote the city and nation. Therefore, their responsibility is 
not solely to educate the public in Guangzhou, but also to show “Chinese culture” to 
others. 
 99 
CHAPTER SIX:  
FROM ART-FORM TO UNI-FORM 
Introduction  
On 1st July 2011, the Chinese Communist Party celebrated its ninetieth 
anniversary. The government initiated various large-scale events to commemorate the 
anniversary. From the last week of June to the first week of July, I took part in 
fourteen Cantonese Opera events related to the anniversary of the Communist Party. 
Each was organized by a different sub-community. Moreover, amateur and 
professional musicians were invited to perform in national ranked theatres, like the 
Nanfang Theatre. National troupes were requested to play in parks and to parade for 
Guangzhou people in the city. Competitions were held among musicians to perform 
nationalistic Cantonese Opera songs. Musicians wrote new songs with nationalistic 
lyrics and communist songs were sung in Cantonese Opera style. These Cantonese 
Opera performances demonstrate the nationalization of the art form because the 
pieces being performed praised the nation and the Communist Party. Musicians in the 
Cantonese Opera music community, regardless of their levels and backgrounds, came 
together on the same stage to complete one performance that showed their unity and 
sense of belonging towards the Communist Party. The celebration of the ninetieth 
anniversary of the Chinese Communist Party exemplifies the transformation of 
Cantonese Opera from an art from to a uni-form, as the art form has been 
nationalized as “one”. During the two-week series of events, the Cantonese Opera 
scene in Guangzhou was unified. Whether they were amateur or national troupes, 
they played only one type of Cantonese Opera performance: one that glorified the 
party. Professional singers in chàhjoh tea houses sang nationalistic Cantonese Opera 
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songs as well. These performances portray the state’s ideal: a standardized art form.  
Since Cantonese Opera was listed as intangible cultural heritage in 2009, the 
state and market exercised increasing control over the development of Cantonese 
Opera. Chapters Three to Five discuss the current situation of amateurs, 
professionals, and national musicians in Guangzhou. Some amateur groups were 
assigned to play at tourist attractions and had to perform certain types of Cantonese 
Opera songs. Professional musicians earned their livings from music playing, and 
therefore, they had to follow the market demand which was strongly influenced by 
the state. National troupes needed to represent Guangzhou and China abroad and 
even had to play Cantonese Operas that are written by Northern non-Cantonese 
speaking Chinese due to the state’s wish to nationalize the art form. Through reforms 
of the performances of the art form, Cantonese Opera becomes more like other 
Chinese operas. What are the consequences of the unifying attempts from the state to 
the community? Does the community become more aggregated that musicians unite 
to transform Cantonese Opera into a national heritage performance? Or does 
segregation between sub-communities take place because musicians refuse to follow 
the policies made by the state? To answer these questions, this chapter expands the 
ethnographic focus to not only the individual level of the music sub-communities, 
but also the whole music community in its entity and analyses the social changes that 
took place within the music community from three perspectives: the composition of 
the community, the characteristic of the community, and the segregation within the 
community. 
 
The Composition of the Community  
 During Mao’s reign, the state advocated that members of different professions 
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be ranked according to their levels of productivity. Workers were listed at the top 
followed by farmers, soldiers, students, and lastly businessmen (Fenby 2009). Artists 
were not on the list and were consequently not appreciated by Mao’s government 
because they were regarded as unproductive and thus, unable to contribute to the 
development of the country. Even before Mao, folk artisans have long been regarded 
as low class, comparable to begging. During the interviews, when Guangzhou locals 
were asked to picture Cantonese Opera musicians, respondents imagine a grey haired 
humpbacked man in his sixties or a blind man playing an erhu in the street. These 
impressions mirror not only the stereotypes of Cantonese Opera musicians, but also 
the image of members of the traditional music community. The music community 
was indeed composed of a majority of male figures over their sixties. However, as 
the government developed the art form and transformed it into a national heritage 
form, the composition of community members has changed. Despite the official 
retirement age in Guangzhou being sixty, male musicians in the national troupes are 
persuaded to retire at the age of fifty. The number of old members has dropped and 
the government has encouraged newcomers to join the community. 
 Blind musicians have played a special role in Cantonese Opera. “The image of a 
blind musician has an almost mythic resonance, as if the gods have given the gift of 
music in compensation for the sense they have taken away” (Sacks 2007:161). A 
number of famous Cantonese Opera song writers were blind. During my three month 
ethnographic fieldwork in Guangzhou, I volunteered at two Cantonese Opera troupes, 
whose members were physically disabled and blind every Monday and Wednesday 
morning. After the first rehearsal with the blind musical group, I was impressed 
because the musicians were very skilful and talented. Many had perfect pitch and 
could memorize Cantonese Opera pieces by heart after hearing the song once or 
twice. They could master more than one instrument, sing very well, and even write 
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their own songs. In the past, they could earn their living by playing in tea houses 
because they were generally accepted and welcomed by other groups. But now, 
members are limited to playing in this ensemble for disables because of their 
physical incapabilities. One of them said, “Other music groups think that I can play 
very good music, but do not want me to play with them because they know I cannot 
see, and hence, believe that I cannot lead the group as a tàuhga.” Another physically 
handicapped informant who used to perform in a tea house in Guangzhou was fired 
two years ago. I asked the music director why, and he answered, “He cannot walk 
properly and such image is not suitable for our tea house. Cantonese Opera is a 
business world, and we are not trying to earn money from our audience by making 
use of their sympathy.” These musicians could do very little to defend themselves 
against these acts of discrimination, except by grouping themselves together and 
forming their own private Cantonese Opera ensembles. Due to limited sponsorship 
from the government (1000 CNY per year), these musicians find it difficult to 
survive by only playing music. While they were formerly incorporated into 
traditional notions of skilled Cantonese Opera musicians, they are now being slowly 
marginalized by the music community because of Cantonese Opera’s new national 
image. 
 As the traditional type of members of Cantonese Opera have been marginalized 
and are slowly separating from the music community, who are the newcomers? What 
image does the state want to create for Cantonese Opera as national heritage? 
Non-Cantonese and female musicians are examples of the main types of “new” 
members of the community. As discussed in Chapter Five, Cantonese Opera has 
undergone a nationalization of its human resources. Many troupe managers, music 
directors, choreographers, composers, and backstage supporters originate from 
Northern China, and hence, cannot speak Cantonese. This tendency is no longer 
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limited to the backstage. From time to time, I came across Cantonese Opera 
performances, in which the singers could not sing in Cantonese and only memorized 
the sound of the words. The increasing number of non-Cantonese members in the 
Cantonese Opera music circles has also become a sign of the nationalization of 
heritage. According to my observation, the higher the level of Cantonese Opera 
community, the more non-Cantonese musicians are present. The Chinese government 
adopted a centralized scheme to promote the standardization of Chinese opera 
starting from the national sub-community. Little by little, this centralization system 
will penetrate to the professional and amateur sub-communities as well. In the 
Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe, half of the hu players were Mandarin 
speakers, who did not understand Cantonese. Since the administrators of the troupe 
hired a conductor from Hubei province against the suggestions of all its local 
musicians, the troupe has started to hire more non-Cantonese musicians each year, 
and the lingua franca of rehearsals has changed from Cantonese to Mandarin. 
Non-Cantonese musicians have played a key role in helping nationalize Cantonese 
Opera and promoting “Chineseness”, so that the art form can become a 
representation of national heritage. 
 Female musicians have been another rising group in the Cantonese Opera music 
community since 2009. Previously, there was an obvious gender division in the 
music community; the majority of singers were females while the majority of 
musicians were males. Nowadays, there are more female musicians at all levels of 
Cantonese Opera troupes. Some instruments such as the yangqin, the pipa, and the 
guzheng have even begun to be regarded as “feminine” instruments. At the amateur 
and professional levels, most of the female musicians play these three instruments. 
For example, at the professional level in both the New World and City Grand Hotel, 
only the yangqin players were females. However, at the national level, female 
 104 
musicians make up 50 per cent of the composition of the troupes and play various 
types of instruments. The changing importance of female musicians in the national 
troupes illustrates how Cantonese Opera has transformed from its traditional form to 
a national form to better suit the needs of cultural display. The Cantonese Music and 
Folk Art troupe tried to keep the tradition of hiring mainly old male musicians in the 
past, but recently, have begun to hire a significant number of female musicians, 
especially those who are young and pretty. If there is a choice between a male and a 
female candidate, they usually pick the female player according to my observation. 
The Cantonese Music and Folk Art Troupe is trying to promote Cantonese Opera 
music to the international market and Western countries by highlighting it being 
UNESCO heritage-listed. In the past few years, the troupe has been very active in 
contacting different countries to promote its world tours. A special concert program 
of Cantonese Opera music performances has been designed to suit the international 
market. In these performances, many female musicians have been selected to depict 
Asian beauty. The government’s decision to display Asianness this way can be 
explained by Said’s orientalism theory. Orientalism is the exoticisation of Oriental 
culture to Westerners (Said 1978). In Cantonese Opera performances, when the 
audience members look at the stage, they see a stage full of female musicians 
because their seats have been strategically placed at the outer isles of the stage to 
highlight a strong sense of female dominance, which portrayed a sense of “oriental 
beauty” according to the orchestra director. A part of the concert program was solely 
performed by a female music ensemble group (女子絲弦樂). Thus, more female 
musicians were recruited at the national level and were highlighted in the 
performances.  
 Female musicians not only increased in number, but also within their positions 
in the troupes. Traditionally, tàuhga is the leader of the music ensemble and was 
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always a male. The tàuhga is the most skilful and experienced musician in the troupe. 
To explain why most tàuhga were men, one amateur asserted, “Males are better at 
being the tàuhga because we are faster and more creative. Females are too 
conservative and slow, so they cannot lead music ensembles well.” In the amateur 
sub-community, being a tàuhga is well-respected. N, a national state-recognized 
female musician, is an exception to the rule; she is a female tàuhga. When 
informants were asked to list female musicians, N was mentioned by multiple 
respondents from different levels in the community. One amateur commented, “She 
is not just a female musician, she is a female tàuhga!” The amateurs found the story 
of N’s promoting as a tàuhga to be extraordinarily fascinating and imagined she must 
be an excellent musician. However, within the national troupe that N belongs to, she 
is not praised as much by national troupe members as by others. By joining their 
rehearsal, I found out that even though N was given the chance to take the important 
role of serving as a tàuhga, her role in the national troupe is different from that of 
being a tàuhga in amateur or professional troupes. The female tàuhga did not lead 
the music ensemble because all the musicians at the national level were highly 
skilled and as such, did not need to look at the tàuhga during the performance for 
direction the same way musicians at other levels did. Also, the music notation that 
national musicians play from clearly indicates every single note that should be 
played, unlike the music scores of amateurs or professional musicians where only the 
format of music and lyrics of the songs are written and the rest is improvised. This 
effectually nullifies the importance of the tàuhga and makes the female tàuhga only 
the symbolic head in the national troupe. The conductor, who is only present in 
national troupes, becomes the most important participant in the troupe. At the 
national level, the tàuhga’s role is minimized as the conductor has a full score and 
ensures that everyone plays his part right. The tàuhga, like the other players, has to 
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listen to the conductor’s suggestions whereas a traditional tàuhga gives advice to 
other players. Female musicians are promoted to the role of tàuhga at the national 
level as a display of Cantonese Opera’s move toward gender equality on a superficial 
level because the tàuhga sits at the front. The reduced function and status of tàuhga 
in the national troupe conveys the gap between the traditional ensemble’s 
composition and the nationalized one.  
 As Cantonese Opera has become more nationalized, the composition of the 
community has faced a drastic change in that newcomers have taken over the 
traditional musicians’ places. Senior and handicapped musicians, who were once 
regarded as the core components and masters of Cantonese Opera, have been 
marginalized and replaced by energetic and pretty female youngsters. The reduced 
status of the tàuhga also reveals the changing perceptions of musicians towards their 
community and the widening gap between the traditional music community and the 
new nationalized one.  
 
The Characteristic of the Community 
 When I asked senior musicians about their childhoods, they shared with me that 
they chose to play music against their families’ will. An old amateur musician told 
me that his father disapproved of his childhood dream of becoming a famous erhu 
player in the Cantonese Opera troupe and banned him from practising the erhu when 
he was 16 years old. His father argued that as a Cantonese Opera musician, my 
informant’s income would be instable and irregular. Many of my older informants 
had to struggle against their families’ opposition to play Cantonese Opera, even if 
they were born in musical families. Society’s stereotype of folk entertainers was 
pernicious and resulted in musicians being viewed as unknowledgeable and 
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incapable to sustain their living. 
 While old and middle aged musicians had to fight against their families’ hostile 
attitudes towards their decision to become musicians, young musicians’ families no 
longer bore negative views towards music. Instead, they fully supported their 
children to develop music professionally and sometimes even forced them to become 
musicians. What has caused this change of value and perception towards music as a 
career? A potential explanation lies within the change of the government’s attitude 
and the associated cultural development policies in the past ten years. Folk musicians 
were formerly regarded poorly because it was not recognized by the government. But 
now, being made a member of the national Cantonese Opera troupe is equivalent to 
being a civil servant because both of them work for the nation. As a result, families 
support their children’s decision to join Cantonese Opera music troupes. Moreover, 
working for the government implies that they will be able to gain a stable job with a 
fixed salary. According to statistics published by China’s Academy of Social Science 
in December 2010, 21.4 per cent members of the general public would like to be a 
civil servant, followed by entrepreneur, government official, and doctor (Citygf 
2010). Consequently, many musicians dream of joining the national troupe and 
becoming civil servants. In the process of this transformation, musicians have 
become state employees. The improved status of folk musicians indicates the influx 
of young musicians as well as an increased effort by the government to manage and 
standardize the art form. 
 The national ranking system mentioned in Chapter Five is one of the 
government’s attempts to standardize and nationalize Cantonese Opera. In the late 
1980s, the Chinese government carried out the national ranking system and applied it 
to all national cultural groups in China, to reflect the hierarchical structure of the 
Chinese governmental departments (Shtong 2012). According to the annual review in 
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2011 by the Ministry of Culture of the People’s Republic of China, the ministry 
hoped to intensify the standardization process and ranking system to enhance the 
level of performers. All young musicians under forty will face a special assessment 
to test their “foreign exchange skills”, such as diplomatic and communication skills, 
if they wish to represent China abroad (MCPRC 2012). Apart from that, all 
musicians have to learn English and pass a national English examination for 
performers.  
 Additionally, as the social status of musicians has risen and the nature of the 
career has become more official, the requirements for becoming a musician have also 
become more standardized. One of the obvious changes is reflected by the altered 
educational background of musicians. Senior musicians in the music community 
were mostly educated informally. They did not attend music schools, but instead 
learned to play instruments from private teachers. The relationship between the 
teacher and student is generally as close as that between parent and child. Since 
informal training involves only the teacher and the student, no examinations or 
textbooks were needed. Students might not even have learned how to read music 
notes and might not have had regular lessons. Instead, they develop their own style 
and gain musical knowledge through experience. 
Contrastingly, many young musicians are educated formally. The formal 
musical training consists of participating in short term intensive programmes. Young 
musicians attend music schools or conservatories set up by the state where they learn 
performance skills and music theory and receive systematic training. They practise a 
set of repertoires for their major instruments and follow a training schedule. 
Musicians trained at music schools can read stave and the numbered music notation 
adopted for Chinese music, but they do not learn how to read Cantonese Opera 
notation which consists only of Chinese characters. When I conducted my fieldwork, 
 109 
I found out that formally trained musicians were more widely admired than 
informally trained ones, despite their limited Cantonese Opera music experience and 
knowledge. Senior musicians who learned music informally are discredited for 
having an informal, unsystematic, and low quality training in music. The 
standardization of music education illustrates the nurturing of an increasingly unified 
art form by the state and the state’s role in the production of standardized musicians.  
 Apart from the musical training that a musician has received, his or her 
education level also determines his or her opportunities. The higher the education a 
musician has attained, the more likely he or she is to be hired and promoted by 
various troupes. L, a national troupe pipa player told me, “When I first entered the 
troupe thirty years ago, no special requirements were needed. Now the new 
musicians have to be at least university graduates!” In the past, when being a 
musician was considered as a low class job, musicians only needed to be skilful and 
interested in music. However, under the state’s management, the standards of the 
music community have been raised. Most new national musicians have at least a 
bachelor degree. The level of skill and knowledge of Cantonese Opera music have 
become less important in the decision making process that affects troupes to hire 
musicians. An increasing number of university graduates from the Xinghai 
Conservatory of Music have gone on to become members of national Cantonese 
Opera troupes. These musicians have achieved a high performance level of their 
major instruments, but as they did not receive any education related to folk music 
performances in the university, they usually know nothing about playing Cantonese 
Opera music. A lot of them even look down on folk music. E said, “When I first was 
admitted to this troupe, I disliked this kind of music, refused to learn from the old 
musicians, and insisted on playing according to the music notes.” It took him many 
years to develop an interest in Cantonese Opera music and to become more willing to 
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learn the particular skills required for playing Cantonese Opera music. Y told me that 
it took her eight years in total to finally be able to follow the music ensemble and 
memorize the different formats of music. But not all musicians are as open-minded 
as E and Y are. Despite problems brought about by hiring highly educated musicians 
blindly, the troupes still favour these musicians. For example, in the national 
community, musicians who have obtained university degrees enjoy shortened waiting 
times before climbing to higher national ranks. This has driven elder musicians to 
pursue bachelor degrees or even master degrees to maintain their positions in the 
music community. C told me proudly that he has a bachelor degree in Business 
Administration from the Sun Yat Sen University in Guangzhou and that he had 
worked very hard to achieve it. Since he has received the degree, his social status in 
the ensemble has been augmented and he was then confident that he could eventually 
become a first class national musician.  
As the government has raised musicians’ conditions to that of civil servants, 
their careers have been more accepted by society, and therefore been required to 
undergo a process of standardization by the state. The system of ranking musicians 
has a tendency to prefer formally trained musicians to informally trained ones. The 
privilege of the highly educated ones over the lowly educated ones shows how the 
government has taken steps to standardize the music community by imposing 
conditions and requirements to favour the state’s development policies.  
 
Segregation within the Community 
During an interview with G, a well-regarded-of sifu in the amateur community 
who has played music for over forty years and performed in different scales of 
performances, he could not identify himself as a national or even a professional 
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musician. Although he knew many people in the amateur and professional 
community, he admitted that he knew nobody from the national level saying, “I have 
never been close to being a professional musician. That is too high for me to reach!” 
On the other hand, F, a professional musician, tried to persuade me to not do 
fieldwork at the amateur level, stating “What can you learn from them? They play 
terrible music. That music will harm your ears!” These examples illuminate the 
stratified situation in the music community that causes musicians to identify 
themselves as members of a sub-community who are not willing to accept people 
from other levels or troupes. The hierarchical relationship between musicians is 
reinforced because of the intensified cultural policies launched by the state that 
further segregate the community. This section provides an overview of the Cantonese 
Opera music community in Guangzhou and explores the changing relationship 
among sub-communities.  
My informants divided themselves into the categories of “amateurs”, 
“professional”, and “experts”. To my informants, only national musician are regarded 
as experts in the community, while the other two categories of musicians are seen as 
professionals and amateurs. The term “expert” has been studied by past research and 
can be understood in two ways. First, it is defined by Lamont and Molnár (2002) as 
having “particular knowledge base, as a particular phase in the development of 
occupations.” Second, it is defined as a “particular type of institutional organization 
giving practitioners control over access, training, credentialing, and evaluation of 
performance” (Lamont and Molnár 2002:177). As Cantonese Opera has transformed 
from a local art form to a national heritage form, the definition of Cantonese Opera 
musician professionalism has also altered. According to my informants, the line 
drawn between different sub-communities used to not be that clear. Musicians from 
different troupes knew each other and could play together on the same platform in 
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the past. Musicians’ professionalism was not determined by the troupe they belonged 
to, but instead by their knowledge base and ability. If an amateur was skilful enough, 
he would be regarded as an expert by musicians within the community and could 
occasionally perform with musicians from national troupes. In the past, there were 
“better” and “worse” musicians, but if one worked hard and proved his or her skills 
to others, he or she could change positions. Musicians’ “quality” was judged solely 
by their ability.  
However, as Cantonese Opera caught the state’s attention, “professionalism” 
and “expertise” were no longer defined by the musicians’ ability and knowledge 
base. The government institutionalized the process by which musicians were 
recognized as experts against outsiders (professionals and amateurs) in what 
constitutes a “professionalization project” (Sarfatti-Larson 1979). The function of the 
“professionalization project” is to erect a boundary between national musicians with 
“outsider-musicians”. The “professionalization project” involved the implementation 
of a ranking system, special trainings, evaluation of performance, and the 
monopolization of national theatres. Moreover, national musicians also gained 
increased access of the music community to resources such as more performing 
venues than members of the amateur or professional sub-communities. For example, 
the special English or foreign presentation skills trainings required for national 
musicians are not directly related to music playing, but draw a line between national 
musicians and other musicians who do not share their same skills. Collins (1979) 
discovers this weak correlation between the requirement of educational credentials 
and the skill or knowledge requirements of jobs. Applying Collins’ findings to the 
Cantonese Opera music community, the requirement of university undergraduates at 
the national sub-community and the need to learn English become ways to indicate 
national musicians as experts in the community. Consequently, the national 
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sub-community falls apart from the rest of the community. 
On the one hand, the state draws a line between national, professional, and 
amateur musicians by equipping the national ones with different skills and 
recognizing their music level through ranking, assessment, and evaluation systems. 
One the other hand, the amateur sub-community also erects its own boundary against 
the national “experts” and claim that they play “real Cantonese Opera”. Gieryn 
(1983) argues that scientists attribute selected qualities to scientists and to the 
scientific method in order to draw a “rhetorical boundary between science and some 
less authoritative, residual non-science” (Gieryn 1983:781). By claiming their 
connections to “real science”, scientists establish their credibility as professionals. 
Cantonese Opera amateurs in Guangzhou use a similar strategy to differentiate 
themselves from other sub-communities. While national troupes perform large-scale 
modern Cantonese Opera repertoires written by non-Cantonese composers, amateur 
troupes insist to perform more traditional and local types of Cantonese Opera. For 
example, performances with slapsticks are commonly found among the amateur 
sub-communities as their audience members come from working class backgrounds 
and enjoy such jokes. However, these elements are no longer present in the national 
performances, as the national level plays grand nationalized productions to represent 
China and the professional level performs Cantonese Opera songs that suit the taste 
of the market. P, an amateur musician, said proudly, “I do not like to attend 
performances played by national troupes anymore. They are not Cantonese at all. 
Amateurs play the most authentic form of Cantonese Opera!” Musicians complain 
that national troupes’ performances are devoid of local Cantonese characteristics. 
Amateurs define themselves by emphasising their attempts to preserve “real 
Cantonese Opera” and to keep the Cantonese elements of the art form intact. Social 
boundaries are hence created between different sub-communities by both the state 
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and the sub-communities.  
The traditional community was smaller in the past and different musicians knew 
each other well. Many musicians admit that a gap between different sub-communities 
has been caused in the past few years. The flow of musicians from one level to 
another used to be free and there were many opportunities for musicians of all kinds 
to perform together. However, now, musicians are locked in their own music 
communities. When senior amateurs and professional musicians were asked to list 
names of famous Cantonese Opera musicians, they could only name the old ones. 
They said, “There may be some good young musicians too, but we do not know 
about them.” Meanwhile, young national musicians do not bother to get to know 
musicians from other levels because they see amateurs or professional musicians as 
“outsiders”. According to my observations in Guangzhou, the national community 
has detached itself slowly from the rest of the music community due to the 
institutionalization of the state. The professional community faces increasing 
hardship because it lacks support from the state and attention from society making it 
difficult for musicians to sustain their livings as professional performers. The 
amateur community, as the biggest community, has erected a boundary against the 
national community in order to maintain Cantonese traditions. Consequently, the 
music community has become more polarized due to the heritage development 
proposed by the government, so that musicians cannot move between one 
sub-community and another as freely as they could in the past. Musicians are also 
very conscious about where they are located within the music community. During the 
process of transforming Cantonese Opera from local to national, social boundaries 
are strengthened and the segregation of the community takes place. 
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Summary 
 This chapter investigates the consequences of the state’s attempt to transform 
Cantonese Opera from a local art form to a national uni-form performance since 
Cantonese Opera was inscribed in the 2009 heritage listing. In this process, the art 
form’s community was not only altered, but also was directly impacted by the state’s 
attitude toward Cantonese Opera and socio-cultural policies. Due to the different 
changes in composition and interrelation that the music community experienced, the 
community has been stratified.  
 According to Epstein (1992), symbolic boundaries separate people into groups 
and generate feelings of similarity and group membership, while social boundaries, 
such as unequal access to and unequal distribution of resources, create differences 
(Lamont 1992). Social and symbolic boundaries have been erected in Guangzhou as 
newcomers join the Cantonese Opera community, or as the state sets new 
requirements for musicians. The altered relationships within the music community 
can be viewed from four perspectives, moving from micro to macro levels: social 
and collective identity, class and gender issues, professions and local knowledge, and 
community and national identity. Social and collective identity relates to how a group 
differentiates itself from others. Tajfel & Turner (1985:16-17) describe the process of 
differentiation as aiming to “maintain and achieve superiority over an out-group on 
some dimension”. The social and collective identity of the sub-community is hence 
created. Each sub-community claims their own superiority. In the case of Cantonese 
Opera, the amateurs declare their ability to maintain the most traditional form of 
Cantonese Opera while the national sub-community has been allocated the most 
resources and is regarded as the highest level by the state. Boundaries between “us” 
and “them” among sub-communities are strengthened through these differentiation 
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processes. Second, when looking at the new composition of the music community in 
Guangzhou, class and gender inequalities were reified under the state’s development 
plan. Senior and blind musicians have begun to be looked upon and marginalized as 
the art form becomes increasingly nationalized. Female musicians are employed at 
the national level to play to Western expectations about “Chinese culture”. In the 
transition of Cantonese Opera from local folk art to national high culture, unequal 
exclusion and inclusion within the community has taken place.  
 Third, the differences between profession levels also result in the stratification 
of the music community. Social boundaries have been erected between national, 
professional, and amateur musicians that they require different levels of knowledge. 
For example, musicians who went to school and obtained university certificates are 
valued, while those with a lower educational background can only join less 
prestigious troupes. Institutionalized standardization has also resulted in the 
polarization of amateurs, professionals, and national musicians, as the state uses a 
ranking and categorization system to classify musicians into different levels. Lastly, 
the heritage listing of Cantonese Opera transformed the local art form to a national 
representation. National musicians see it as their “national pride”, professional 
musicians think that Cantonese Opera represents a Cantonese identity, whilst amateur 
musicians relate Cantonese Opera as a regional Liwan characteristic4. In the past, the 
whole community shared a common sense of belonging towards Cantonese Opera, 
but now, different sub-community bear a different perception. The varied identities 
within the community explain the stratification of the music community caused 
during the process of the transformation of the local tradition into national heritage. 
                                                 
4 Liwan district is believed among my informants to be Guangzhou’s most traditional district, where 
Cantonese Opera in Guangzhou originated. Still keeping many historical buildings and an old 
Guangzhou city-scape, the Liwan government also promotes other cultural characteristics of Liwan, 
such as food and Cantonese Opera 
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 To conclude, this chapter explores the impact of the policies imposed by the 
state to change the local art form into a national uni-form on Cantonese Opera. 
Different forms of social and symbolic boundaries were formed to group musicians 
into categories. Even though the state aimed to unify the traditional art form to be 
more representative of China and to make the community support its policy as a 
whole, the community has been divided into different sectors that do not share the 
same mission as the state. The national music community, which has to follow the 
state’s policy, has begun to detach itself from the music community. The professional 
community is fading as well because of the diminishing market demand. And the 
amateur musicians started to isolate themselves from the other communities that 
produce “fake Cantonese Opera”. Hence, the notion of heritage and the actions 
conducted by the state have resulted in drastic changes in the music community such 
as the elimination of traditional members, the incoming of new educated members, 
and the altering interrelationships between members that led to an increasingly 
segregated community.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  
CONCLUSION 
Tens of thousands of Guangzhou residents gathered along the Pearl River on a 
breezy late autumn day in 2010 to welcome the Asian Games, a large international 
sports event held in Guangzhou. The name of the opening ceremony was “the 
Festival of Harmony”. The peak of the opening ceremony was the water parade 
during which fifteen glamorously decorated boats on which traditional folk arts 
representing the culture of Guangzhou, floated along the river from the Guangzhou 
tower to downtown Guangzhou. One of the most eye-catching boats was the Tianzi 
on which Cantonese Opera performers danced and sang. The inclusion of a 
Cantonese Opera performance in this parade shows the place of Cantonese Opera in 
the cultural landscape of Guangzhou. The government made many changes to the 
city to host the Asian Games, including carrying out renewal projects, maintaining 
the hygiene of the city, and characterizing the uniqueness of Guangzhou’s culture. 
Consequently, Cantonese Opera, which was listed as a form of UNESCO intangible 
cultural heritage, was used during the Asian Games to promote the image of 
Guangzhou. The fact that the community participated actively in the opening 
ceremony of the Asian Games shows the community’s desire to advertise the cultural 
side of Guangzhou. This thesis does not seek to question the authenticity of 
Cantonese Opera due to the intensified development carried out by the government; 
rather it presents the socio-cultural impact of the invention and re-invention of a 
tradition on the music community that practises the art form. It explores the changing 
relationship between community members in the transformation process, during 
which Cantonese Opera has changed from a local art form to a representation of 
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national heritage.  
The Cantonese Opera music community in Guangzhou can generally be divided 
into three sub-communities: amateurs, professionals, and national musicians. 
Chapters Three to Five introduce each of these categories of musicians’ current 
situation and the changing form of social networking of musicians that has taken 
place in the past ten years, whilst Chapter Six provides an overview of the 
relationship between members in the music community across various levels of 
music. Each sub-community faced different problems. Their common enemies can be 
described as the state and the market. The three sub-communities face different 
degrees of threats from these two forces. Amateurs appear to be the happy ones since 
they can enjoy music the way they want and are under relatively less state control 
compared to the other two sub-communities. However, they have recently begun to 
encounter increased pressure from the government. Amateur troupes can no longer 
exist alone but need to get approval from the district government. Moreover, as the 
government legitimizes Cantonese Opera performances, new systems and policies 
have been implemented that affect the amateur sub-community. Thus, amateurs face 
increasing control and stress from the government.  
In the professional sub-community, musicians must cope with the changing 
market demand. Musicians express feeling like beggars because they need to play 
music that pleases their audience, in order to maintain their livelihoods. They do not 
consider themselves to be real artists. Also, the Guangzhou government has started to 
withdraw its support and attention for this group. Along with the urban renewal 
schemes, old buildings have been torn down, previous performance venues have 
been developed and can no longer be used for Cantonese Opera, and the number of 
places in which professional musicians can perform Cantonese Opera music has 
decreased sharply. Many professional musicians have fled to Shenzhen to earn a 
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living there instead, as the market in Guangzhou has become saturated. At the same 
time, the professional sub-community has faced huge obstacles like the ageing 
audience, changing market demand as Cantonese Opera has become less popular, 
and the lack of government assistance. Musicians who have chosen to stay in 
Guangzhou have had to find part-time jobs to sustain their livings.  
Lastly, although musicians in the national sub-community might be the ones 
who enjoy the most resources from the government and the most opportunities to 
perform for the public, they also face the strongest and most direct influence from the 
state. The future of national troupes is determined completely by the state, which 
affects everything from the troupes’ administrative system, to the composition of 
Cantonese Opera, to the flow of human resources. Musicians have very little control 
over which music they play or the troupe they wish to play in. The state monopolizes 
the management of Cantonese Opera development in Guangzhou and has 
standardized the form of performances and skill level classification of musicians. 
Musicians have to go through examinations and assessments to reach higher 
rankings. The state and the market play the most important role in Cantonese Opera 
development in Guangzhou, while the music community and Guangzhou locals can 
only follow the changes passively.  
Despite the situation of Cantonese Opera in Guangzhou, there are actually 
international laws valuing the support of the local community. According to the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention signed by UNESCO in 2003, the 
community that receives cultural heritage designation should play a very important 
role in the declaration and preservation of intangible cultural heritage (UNESCO 
2003). In order to apply for this UNESCO designation, involved communities are 
required to fill in consent forms to show that they know and agree with the 
nomination (Blake 2009:45). In the case of Cantonese Opera as intangible cultural 
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heritage, forty-two consent forms were enclosed by Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Guangdong province. Only thirteen of them were from Guangdong province. Among 
these, ten were signed by government departments, state-owned research centres and 
national troupes while the rest were signed by state-sponsored or state-supported 
Cantonese Opera organizations, such as Cantonese Opera foundation and schools 
(UNESCO 2008). Figure 7.1 displays all thirteen signatures from Guangdong on the 
consent forms that were handed in with the intangible cultural heritage application 
form. All of them are stamped with the standard seal from the People’s Republic of 
China marked by a red star. Since these institutions were hand selected by the 
government, their consent could not represent the opinion of the entire Cantonese 
Opera community. For example, the whole amateur sub-community was left out as 
no sifoguhk were consented, so was the professional sub-community. As a result, it is 
incorrect to claim that the Cantonese Opera community supported the UNESCO 
nomination because the music community’s importance has been overlooked. 
According to Geertz, culture can be viewed as “an ensemble of texts” (Geertz 
1973:452), in that culture is like documents that carry symbolic meanings and can be 
 
Fig 7.1 Signatures on the community consent forms for application. 
 122 
read, interpreted, and analyzed (Geertz 2000). Geertz sees cultures as being made up 
of texts that anthropologists should learn to read “emically” (viewing culture from 
within the same cultural perspective as natives or insiders) (Geertz 1983: 57-58). 
Therefore, texts are regarded as “stories that people tell themselves about 
themselves” (Geertz 1973:448). This thesis investigates the socio-cultural changes 
within the music community from the eyes of the musicians in order to reflect their 
needs. The government is not the only stakeholder in heritage and as such cannot and 
should not determine the fate of the whole Cantonese Opera community in 
Guangzhou. Deep within the music community, many complaints have been made 
about the policies and changes executed by the government. Musicians are not 
satisfied with the changing situation within the community and the decreasing 
freedom they enjoy.  
Although no large-scale resistance within the Cantonese Opera music 
community has broken out yet, musicians generally share hostile feelings towards the 
government’s development plan. These changes have directly impacted the music 
community and resulted in musicians from all levels creating new forms of social 
circles, strengthening some social relationships, and deepening social borders. As 
sub-communities are falling apart due to the government’s policies, the role of social 
networking has become more important for stabilizing the music community and 
giving musicians more chances to perform. Consequently, the term “dissonance in 
harmony” describes the situation of the Cantonese Opera music community in 
Guangzhou very well. Many borders have been established in the past years to 
respond to newcomers joining the Cantonese Opera community and internal changes 
of music communities, caused by the changing market and standardization of 
Cantonese Opera by the government. However, in general, the community is still 
harmonious and united in that the musicians share a common enemy and feeling of 
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discontent towards recent changes. Musically speaking, dissonance and harmony can 
take place at the same time. In a social context, dissonance and harmony also coexist 
and emerge as shown in the present situation of the Cantonese Opera music 
community in Guangzhou.  
Gupta and Ferguson (1997:34) raise the idea of “ethnographic maps” in which 
“space itself becomes a kind of neutral grid on which cultural difference, historical 
memory, and societal organizations is inscribed”. This explains why heritage sites 
become places where cultural, historical, and social identities are nurtured. Applying 
this idea of “ethnographic maps” to Guangzhou, the government has attempted to 
turn Cantonese Opera from a local art form to a national heritage representation by 
monopolizing certain theatres and restricting troupes from playing in different places. 
This exemplifies the redrawing and negotiation of an “ethnographic map” in 
Guangzhou. These actions result in changes to the social lives of members of the 
music sub-community. Because national musicians are tied to the theatre they are 
assigned to perform and rehearse in, a sense of togetherness is developed according 
to the places where they are allowed to play in. The identity of “self” and “other” is 
deepened. Hence, borders have been created.  
Cantonese Opera musicians have adopted various strategies to eliminate these 
borders. Bourdieu’s theory on capital helps to display how musicians cope with 
social changes and break these social borders down. Capital, according to Bourdieu, 
is the “resources that one can strategically utilize in gaining a certain end of social 
context” (Jenkins 1992:85). There are different kinds of capital, for instance, 
economical capital which refers to financial strength and money, social capital which 
refers to networking and building relations with others, cultural capital such as 
knowledge, symbolic capital such as prestige or social honour, and physical capital 
such as the appearance. Cantonese Opera musicians have to manipulate their capital 
 124 
to generate other types of capital. For example, a less skilled musician, who hence 
has limited cultural capital, can attain more performing chances by utilizing his 
economic capital through giving gifts and inviting important people over for meals. 
Additionally, owing to the drastic change of transforming Cantonese Opera from a 
local art form to a national one, the government has found new ways to advertise the 
art form as heritage, which lead to new forms of capital usage within the music 
community. Members make use of new capital to promote Cantonese Opera 
worldwide. For instance, female musicians have been used strategically to beautify 
performances. Hence, female musicians’ physical capital enables them to gain social 
capital, which, in turn increases their symbolic capital. Moreover, capital alters in 
form and nature along with social changes. Take cultural capital in the Cantonese 
Opera community as an example. Cultural capital relates to the knowledge one has 
about the profession. In the past, Cantonese Opera musicians required huge amounts 
of specific Cantonese Opera music knowledge to accompany their skills and 
experience. But now, due to the standardization of Cantonese Opera by the state, this 
traditional kind of cultural capital is no longer appreciated by the authorities and the 
music community. Instead, the nature of cultural capital has changed from music and 
group experience to personal accomplishment, exemplified by a university degree or 
individual music competition awards. Cultural capital is transformed from a 
traditional form of local knowledge to a nationalized requirement. Cantonese Opera 
musicians have to be alert to trends within the community in order to maintain their 
social positions within the music community, as well as to obtain new information 
about Cantonese Opera. The changing uses of capital convey the socio-political 
impacts on the community by the state.  
In fact, Cantonese Opera and its community in Guangzhou have undergone 
slow changes since the late 1980s, when China adopted a market-oriented 
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development plan under the leadership of Deng. Cities in China, especially in the 
south along the coast, developed in a rapid pace industrially, economically, 
politically, and culturally. The performances of Cantonese Opera have been altered in 
different ways to suit the changing taste of the market, as well as to fit the plan of the 
government. The heritage-listing of Cantonese Opera is not the only causal factor 
leading to all the changes that impacted on Cantonese Opera as an art form and the 
local music community, but it amplifies the powerful role of the state and the market. 
The attempts of the state and the market to manipulate Cantonese Opera as heritage 
accelerate the changes to the community, as the government pushes the art form 
towards to market. The corporatization of national troupes and the pending cut in 
government support to all sub-communities exemplify the strong influence of the 
state’s market-oriented policies. The listing of Cantonese Opera as intangible cultural 
heritage precipitates the commercialization of the art form and the segregation of the 
music community. 
To conclude, as Cantonese Opera was transformed from a local tradition into a 
national heritage representation, musicians’ lifestyle and way of interaction changed 
because of the socio-political effects of government policies. Borders within the 
community were created because of the change in the composition of community 
members and because of the state’s categorization system. Stratification between 
musicians and sub-communities took place. The hierarchy was intensified. The state 
created these dissonances unintentionally. Through standardization, 
institutionalization, and other development plans, the Chinese government aimed to 
standardize the art form as heritage and to maintain harmony by creating a uniform 
and aggregated community. However, the state’s notion about an ideal Cantonese 
Opera community does not match the musicians’ ideal community. Musicians have 
suffered from the government’s attempts to unify the art form, and eventually, the 
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community. As one of my informants, G, asserted, “Diversity in the music 
community is the key to sustain the art form and to preserve and promote our 
tradition holistically.” The community demands a harmonious community with 
diversity, not a homogenous one. Even though the state has tried to consolidate the 
community by implementing laws, withdrawing support for certain groups, and 
introducing new members, the community has resisted and strives to maintain a 
stable and harmonious relationship that can overcome dissonance. 
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